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This thesis explores collaborative housing in an Irish context through an ethnographic study 
with a Limerick-based collaborative housing action and research group. It investigates the 
current models of housing provision in Irish society, and discusses the challenges faced by 
collaborative housing action groups nationwide. Finally, it explores the current role of 
technology in establishing and maintaining a network of collaborative housing activists.  
Collaborative housing can be seen as a subset of the collaborative economy, as it transforms 
the ways people live by encouraging peer-to-peer exchanges. The collaborative economy, as 
an economic model based on a network of connected individuals and communities, transforms 
the way individuals and communities produce and consume (Botsman 2013). Collaborative 
housing is a model of housing where residents have increased participation in the creation and 
management of their housing. There are a variety of models of collaborative housing, including 
cohousing, co-operative housing, and ecological housing initiatives (Lang, Carriou and 
Czischke 2018). This thesis focuses specifically on cohousing as a model of collaborative 
housing and explores this model in a European context. Cohousing is a model of living in which 
some facilities are shared, with each resident having their own private dwelling. It can also be 
seen as an intentional community in which residents agree on a set of principles and values, 
and aim to live according to these values. While there are currently no exemplar cohousing 
projects in Ireland, this study has shown that it remains the most sought-after model of 
collaborative housing amongst the communities pursuing alternative housing in Ireland. 
The Irish housing market has consistently relied on private developers to create housing en 
masse, with little modification to this status quo since the establishment of the Irish state. 
Historically, Irish housing policy has favoured home ownership as the dominant model of 
housing provision (Kitchin et al. 2012), which in turn has led to the unexplored domain of 
‘alternative’ housing. The collapse of the global economy in 2007-2008 left Ireland with a host 
of economic issues, centred on housing and property. Abandoned building sites became ‘ghost 
estates’ nationwide, homelessness rose, and there has been increased reliance on the rental 
market for the provision of homes. All of this has left a (relatively small) number of individuals 
and communities in Ireland exploring ‘alternative’ housing models, and the self-provision of 
housing, including collaborative housing and cohousing. 
iii 
 
This study adopted an ethnographic approach to collaborative housing, where the researcher 
assumed the role of participant-as-observer with a local collaborative housing action group 
(Bryman 2016). The group, Collaborative Housing Limerick, are individuals researching, 
exploring, and endeavouring to create a collaborative housing development in Limerick City. 
This ethnographic study also explored the role of technology in connecting individuals and 
communities, as well as assessing how technology could be utilised in the future to assist with 
furthering the progress of collaborative housing endeavours and improving communication 
between stakeholders. The creation of collaborative housing developments can be an 
exhaustive process with several stages, each taking a significant amount of time (Jarvis 2011), 
which is why this study is ethnographic in nature. To understand the concept and lived 
experience of collaborative housing required an immersion in the domain of alternative housing 
to chart the progress and stages of the group and understand the roles all stakeholders and actors 
played in this process. 
Ultimately, this thesis explores the current model of housing provision in Ireland, as well as 
the current challenges facing collaborative models of housing. These challenges will need to 
be addressed by local government, national policymakers, property developers and financial 
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Ireland is facing a housing crisis. The causes and contributing factors are well 
documented - from poor historical housing policies (O’Broin 2019), to the collapse of 
the global economy in 2007 (Whelan 2014), to the impact of sharing economy services, 
like Airbnb (Lima 2019). In 2019, homeless figures reached new heights, with over 
10,000 people with no place to call home (Focus Ireland 2020). House prices were 
soaring, surpassing those seen at the height of the Celtic Tiger. Similarly, rental costs 
were rising in every county in Ireland (Daft 2020). Adequate, safe, secure and 
affordable housing is a key issue that Ireland must engage with for the societal greater 
good, and not just a search for an economic solution through governmental authorities.  
However, this thesis does not examine the housing crisis from the perspective of 
families existing in hotels or sleeping on their sibling’s couch, nor those tasked with 
creating housing policy at the highest levels. This topic is examined from the 
perspective of those that have some means, but for whom the housing landscape and 
infrastructure in Ireland does not suit their individual needs. For many people, standard 
housing development will never provide housing that suits their personal and familial 
situation, so being involved in the design and development process would benefit them 
greatly. I wanted to undertake research with people that feel the country is in need of 
alternative models of housing that suit the lifestyles and needs of the inhabitants, and 
that DIY (or DIO; Do It Ourselves) building mechanisms should be considered. To 
explore these issues, I joined a group of people interested in ‘collaborative housing’ to 
explore what challenges face these alternative housing groups, how they may be 
overcome, and the potential for technology to mediate these interactions, or support 
knowledge sharing on the topic. Collaborative housing is “an umbrella term less 
restrictive and broader than classic co-housing (Fromm 1991; McCamant and Durrett 
1994), inclusive of many international models and variations” (Lang, Carriou and 
Czischke 2018). The defining feature of collaborative housing initiatives is that they 
are self-organised and self-managed. Ultimately, a collaborative housing development 




and on completion, the development will be managed by the residents. This 
collaborative view on housing is not new to many countries in Europe, with 
collaborative housing models such as cohousing being redeveloped in Denmark in the 
1970’s (Milman 1994) for example. However, this collaborative view of housing is 
relatively new to Ireland. So much so, that there is no exemplar development to base 
any future developments on. There is also no legislation to assist with these 
developments. There is no organisation or public body to advise on how to make 
progress. There is no traditional financial institution willing, or able, to lend money to 
communities pursuing a housing development together, unless they are an appropriate 
legal entity, (i.e., a PLC). Essentially, there is no roadmap of ‘how to do collaborative 
housing in Ireland’. Ultimately, this is why conducting an ethnographic study with a 
collaborative housing group was important; to see from a participants perspective how 
a community or group faced these challenges, the routes they explored, the barriers that 
they were trying to overcome. This thesis also explores how technology aided or 
hindered these communications, and what could be done to try connect other 
communities to one another, so that each does not ‘reinvent the wheel’. For any 
successful collaborative housing developments in Ireland to happen, it is important that 
anybody and everybody pursuing this is on the same page regarding what changes need 
to be made to the current housing landscape in order to support their endeavours. 
 
1.2 About the Researcher 
The role of the researcher in an ethnographic study is to act as the lens through which 
a topic is viewed, researched and analysed, therefore the background, circumstances 
and opinions of the researcher are core to understanding the outcomes of the research.  
 
I am a 25-year-old student from Limerick with a keen interest in user research, 
conducting research with communities and the design and effects of technology in 
community settings. I completed my undergraduate degree of BSc in Digital Media 
Design in the University of Limerick in 2017, and I chose to remain in academia to 
complete a masters by research. My final year project in my undergraduate degree 
allowed me to explore how to undertake research with a group of people (in my case, 




obtained. Ultimately, I realised that I would like to continue doing similar work, but on 
a larger scale. However, most careers in my field of study (user research and user 
experience design) are based in Dublin, and I was not prepared to leave Limerick at that 
time. This was in part due to the increasing rental costs seen in Dublin for the past 
number of years which I could not afford, even with financial assistance from my 
family. However, an opportunity arose to undertake further study in the University of 
Limerick, which would allow me to do the kind of research I had hoped for, while 
remaining at home.  
 
I am an only child, and I was raised in a close knit, suburban community. My 
community was made up of many families, most with children of similar ages, and 
those that I grew up with remain some of my best friends. My experience of community 
has been largely positive, and I empathise with those that feel the loss of community, 
and those that are endeavouring to create intentional communities across Ireland. 
 
In my experience, changes to life circumstances can impact how a family, couple, or 
individual experiences their home. Changes to the membership of a family, 
development of disabilities and the impacts of ageing can all influence how much of a 
home is usable to its inhabitants. Some homes need to be retrofitted to adapt to these 
changes as considerations for ageing in place have not been made in the initial 
development. Many houses across Ireland are also vastly underused, and rarely meet 
the actual needs of their inhabitants. While some people have plenty of (unused) space, 
others have no homes, or homes that are far too small for those that live in them.  
 
1.3 Societal problems influencing the choice of topic 
The imbalance of space, in which some have so much, and others have so little, was 
one of the first problems identified in the exploration of housing. In the United 
Kingdom, the government tried to legislate against this. In 2013 the so-called ‘Bedroom 
Tax’ was introduced, seemingly as an incentive to try to have houses occupied to their 
approximate appropriate level of occupancy, with the threat of a financial penalty (Gibb 




housing (Moffatt et al. 2015), as opposed to a moral or ideological position of equality 
or fairness. The policy is highly controversial but remains in place to this day.  
 
Secondly, some in modern society appear to have taken the viewpoint that housing is a 
commodity, and something to be invested in, whereas others see housing as a human 
right, a social space, a place of safety and security. Housing is essentially caught 
between these social conflicts; a “conflict between housing as home and as real estate. 
More broadly, housing is the subject between contestation of different ideologies, 
economic interests, and political projects” (Marcuse and Madden 2016). Many in 
Ireland cannot afford to either rent or buy homes or apartments. The only option 
available to those that cannot afford the private market is social housing. While this 
form of housing is designed to be affordable, with rental prices dictated by household 
income, the national waiting list for social housing is in the tens of thousands, and some 
may be waiting for a period of years. For example, in 2019 there were over 18,000 
people or households waiting over seven years for social housing (The Housing Agency 
2019). These waiting lists are not sustainable and continue to grow each year. 
 
An analysis of historical housing policy in Ireland reveals a common thread which has 
left us all with the housing crisis that we are facing today: the reliance on developer-led 
housing provision. Since the establishment of the first Irish government and facing 
appalling housing conditions, with tenement blocks collapsing and killing numerous 
people – for example the 1913 collapse of two tenement blocks on Church Street in 
Dublin1 – the country has relied upon private developers to solve a government 
problem. Only once in the state’s history has the number of new social housing units 
surpassed the number of private developments, and that was in the 1950’s. Since then, 
the government has had a close relationship with private housing developers and has 
allowed and encouraged these private companies and individuals to build to their heart's 
content. According to TD Eoin O Broin, government subsidies and incentives have 
always favoured the private home owner, that the 1966 Housing Act consolidated all 
existing housing legislation in Ireland into one act, and this Act continued to provide 
incentives for home ownership, while also extending a right of purchase to all local 
 




authority tenants (2019). Since the introduction of the Act, over 60,000 social homes 
have been sold to tenants, again reinforcing the idea that homes are to be owned, and 
not rented. Evidence of poor housing policy does not stop with the reliance on private 
development. In the late 1960’s, following the 1966 Housing Act, the government had 
a newfound optimism in the housing sector and embarked on their first ‘iconic’ large-
scale housing developments, including a 3,000 unit development in Ballymun in Dublin 
and a 1,000 unit development Moyross in Limerick. But as O Broin (2019) says, this 
optimism and confidence were not matched by long-term investment, and what 
appeared to be iconic projects in the late-60’s were realised as exemplars of poor 
housing policy by the 1990’s, with anti-social behaviour becoming the defining features 
of these developments. Both Moyross and Ballymun were impacted by the poor 
economy in Ireland in the 1970’s and 1980’s, and the subsequent lack of investment in 
basic amenities in these areas. While Ballymun featured high rise tower blocks, 
Moyross featured single family homes, but both resulted in the same issues. The 
government wanted to build quickly and on a large scale, but in doing so failed to 
recognise and address some key issues, namely the ghettoization that can – and did – 
occur when minority groups (in this case economically disadvantaged) are segregated 
from the larger society. 
 
The current housing crisis is a result of both poor historical and present housing policy, 
and exacerbated by the economic collapse of 2007/2008, therefore we should be careful 
with how we use the word crisis regarding housing in Ireland. Poor housing policies, 
compounded by global economic factors, leads to the question ‘has Ireland ever not 
been in crisis?’.  
 
“The phrase once again became pervasive after the global economic meltdown of 2008. 
But we need to be careful with this usage of the concept of crisis. The idea of crisis 
implies that inadequate or unaffordable housing is abnormal, a temporary departure 
from a well-functioning standard” (Marcuse and Madden 2016).  
 
The Irish economy had been improving prior to the COVID-19 pandemic of 2019/2020. 




Ireland had reached new heights in 2019, house prices were also skyrocketing, and 
rental costs were reaching heights not seen even during the Celtic Tiger (O’Neill 2019). 
Ireland has a relationship with property unlike that seen anywhere else in the world, 
and certainly different to the attitude of many other European countries. There is an 
inherent cultural difference with relation to property. The idea of home ownership is 
seen as the ultimate desire, everybody wants to own, as opposed to renting or living in 
a dwelling. Rent is seen as wasted money, that you are contributing to the mortgage of 
another (O’Connell 2020), and therefore only worthwhile investment is home 
ownership. The Celtic Tiger era in Ireland saw the country prosper, but this prosperity 
and economic fortune was based on property, with Banks lending far more than they 
could afford to lose, and lending excessively to property developers. Despite the 
warnings that came from economists, the government and banks saw no issues in 
continuing to build the economy of the country on property, and when the global crash 
came, the country was unprepared, leading to nationwide (and global) devastation. This 
lack of preparedness was not simply incompetence. The national media, largely private 
or government-owned, continued to reflect the interests and views of neoliberal 
political and economic elites due to their links to corporate and governmental sectors; 
further incentivized by advertising pressures from corporate sponsors (Mercille 2014).  
 
1.4 National Housing Landscape 
The lack of alternative models of housing is a major issue. Housing policy in Ireland 
has shown to be the result of poor planning, and reliance on a third-party assistance in 
the form of private property developers. These developers are largely responsible for 
the standard housing estates seen across Ireland today. Houses in these estates all take 
the same form, with little room for customisation, only maximisation of profit, meaning 
that all homes are more-or-less the same, despite the fact that not all families, and not 
all individual needs, are the same. This point warranted further exploration. Namely, 
how can homes meet the needs of their inhabitants? 
 
The standard house currently being built by developers across the country is 3-4 
bedrooms, which suits some, but certainly not all. The reasons for the current housing 




developer-led property construction since the beginnings of the state, issues that will be 
explored further in section 2.3. But developers cannot be solely blamed for the way 
things are. The housing market can be volatile, as experienced with the collapse of the 
Celtic Tiger in 2007. Ireland’s prosperity in the 1990’s to 2007 was predominantly built 
on the housing market (Kitchin et al. 2011), which collapsed seemingly overnight. 
Generally speaking, developers are in the business of making money while satisfying 
market demands. Developers are not in the business of innovation, as there is 
uncertainty with innovation, and with uncertainty comes risk. It is the fragmented 
nature of the industry and market volatility factors that hamper innovation (Ball 1999, 
Yusof and Shafiei 2011). If the market demands more houses, then more houses are 
created, but this leads to more of the same type of houses - the standard build, which 
can be drawn up and budgeted for easily, as they are creating an estate full of the same 
thing, completed to a predictable schedule. Undoubtedly in the current situation, these 
houses will be snapped up for the simple reason that people need places to live. In recent 
years, there have been people lining up to view rental properties (Irish Post 2019) and 
people queuing overnight to put a deposit on a house in estates that haven’t even been 
completed (Irish Examiner 2019). The fact that these standard build houses are not what 
people would have built themselves is almost irrelevant, it’s just a place to call their 
own, somewhere to live when so many have nowhere to go. So, in this sense, the 
developers are providing for what the market demands, because the market is not 
demanding anything different from what is being developed. There is no strong 
opposition, no demand for change that would make developers - or the government - 
change what they are doing, because what they are doing is not being challenged. 
 
1.5 Success of Grassroots Movements 
While only a limited selection of alternative models of housing have been explored in 
Ireland, there is plenty of inspiration from the rest of Europe, or indeed, worldwide. 
Europe has a long history of allowing for, and supporting, alternative housing models 
in which the residents have more control over the housing developments. This, of 
course, makes sense, as the residents of a place have specific needs, and if these are 
fulfilled from the outset, they may not need to move to accommodate lifestyles or life 
changes in the following years. For example, the needs of a young couple starting a 




homes. But the only way to know what suits each family, or individual, is to ask. How 
to approach asking these people is not clear though, as one mechanism for eliciting 
information from people may not sufficiently or accurately reflect the actual needs of 
the person or family. The types of questions, the phrasing of questions, and the 
mechanism for responding all influence how, or indeed if, people answer. Therefore 
this issue is one that cannot be definitively answered, at least for now. 
 
While the idea of community-led housing may be new to the Irish landscape, the idea 
of ‘community’ is not. Communities of all kinds have always prospered in Ireland; the 
most notable may be the GAA. The GAA estimate that approximately 1.5 million 
people attend the games from May to September of each year (GAA 2020). Therefore, 
it is not uncommon to drive through towns or villages in Ireland and see county colours 
displayed in bedroom windows, flags on cars, or jerseys on both young and old. The 
GAA brings people together, from stadiums to pubs, all with a common goal of 
supporting the ‘local boys’. While not part of this community, it is still possible to 
appreciate that it is a thoroughly successful example of common interests bringing 
people together, supporting the same cause, and seeing something thrive. All of this is 
to say that ‘community’ in Ireland is not foreign, and the Irish can often do community 
better than others. Irish bars can be found all over the world, from Dublin, to Dubai, to 
Sydney, to Los Angeles. We have a way of finding our own and giving the best of 
ourselves to the culture of any people or places we join, and our own community 
grows.  
 
However, while the GAA is the most obvious example of community in Ireland, it is 
far from the only example. Other examples of community include grassroots 
organisations like Men’s Sheds, where older men could continue to learn through 
hands-on learning activities (Carragher & Golding 2014), food cooperatives 
(McDonagh & Commins 1999), and the recent marriage equality and abortion referenda 
(Elkink et al. 2016: Field 2018). Ultimately, this is evidence that grassroots 





1.6 Objective of the Research and Research Questions 
This study started as an exploration of the role technology plays in the communication, 
coordination and knowledge sharing efforts of a collaborative housing community, with 
the idea of designing or adopting technological support to enhance and improve the 
modes of communication and knowledge sharing both within the group, and with other 
collaborative housing groups nationwide.  
 
The objective of this research was to gain an insight into the ideas, attitudes and values 
of those who got involved in a collaborative housing development, and subsequently to 
explore the motivations for pursuing the idea of collaborative housing, and identify the 
obstacles that are halting the progress of groups that are currently active in Ireland. 
Exploring collaborative housing from a citizen’s perspective, I undertook an 
immersive, 21-month field work study with a relatively new collaborative housing 
action and research group, assuming the role of participant-as-observer (Bryman 
2016).  
 
It was this field work that changed the trajectory of the study; I realised early on that 
technology was not really a concern of any of the individuals involved in this group as 
there were other factors to consider and more challenging obstacles to overcome. It was 
too early to be trying to modify or improve how these individuals connected with one 
another, or share knowledge with one another, as it was unclear what knowledge was 
actually ‘out there’. It was unclear what obstacles groups were facing, as each group 
was trying to forge a new path and was encountering some new challenge. This meant 
that technology was no longer the focus of the study, but it did maintain a secondary 
role. Observing the online presence of the group was a major component of this study 
as this was the groups primary source of information exchange. In parallel, an online 
observational study of some UK cohousing groups was undertaken to compare and 
contrast how they used their platforms. While technology was not a primary concern 
for the group in this study, it may become more important as groups connect and an 





This thesis presents the findings from my ethnographic study with Collaborative 
Housing Limerick, in which I assumed the roles of both citizen/participant and 
researcher/observer. This thesis has been structured according to the themes of the work 
undertaken, and events that have been held nationally over the course of this study. 
Ordinarily, theses present an overview of methodology, go on to detail the fieldwork 
undertaken in the study, present the overall findings of the research, and finally discuss 
the implications of the findings for the domain. However, as there were so many events 
and themes across the 21 months of fieldwork, this thesis is structured to best reflect 
the timeline of events and this has also been done for the purposes of legibility. 
Therefore, each chapter of field work presents the details of the events, the results, and 
then the discussion.  
 
The primary research question addressed in this thesis is: 
“What challenges are facing groups currently exploring collaborative housing and how 
can collaborative models of housing be supported in an Irish context”. 
 
Objectives: 
1. Understand the current housing landscape of Ireland 
2. Gain a deeper understanding of the needs and the aspirations of Collaborative 
Housing Limerick  
3. Support the group’s search for pertinent information, and discuss and debate the 
issues of concern 
4. Explore what digital supports are in place to aid the search for, and 
accumulation of, knowledge in the domain of collaborative housing 
5. Propose a new guide for groups pursuing cohousing in Ireland 
 
This thesis presents, firstly, a literature review which examines both sociological and 
technical aspects of collaborative housing and housing more generally. In chapter 3 a 
broad overview of the methods utilised over the course of this study is presented. I then 
go on to detail my ethnographic work with Collaborative Housing Limerick in chapter 
4. Chapter 5 explores collaborative housing in an Irish landscape, including speaking 




over the course of this study. Chapter 6 presents the results of two international field 
trips to collaborative housing communities, and the research conducted on collaborative 
housing internationally. Chapter 7 details the technological aspect of this study, 
including the results of online observations both in Ireland and abroad. Chapter 8 
presents a discussion of the potential for collaborative housing in Ireland, and the 
challenges facing groups currently exploring collaborative housing, as well as a 
discussion surrounding the role of technology for the collaborative housing community 
of Ireland. Finally, Chapter 9 presents conclusions from this ethnographic study, and 
points to avenues for potential future work in the domain of collaborative housing and 




















2 Literature Review 
2.1 Introduction 
This research is situated in the domain of Collaborative housing, specifically cohousing 
as a particular model of collaborative housing, examined through the lenses of Human-
Computer Interaction (HCI) and Computer Supported Cooperative Work (CSCW). 
Investigated in this chapter are two main themes, firstly the social issues surrounding 
the provision of housing in modern Ireland, and secondly the potential benefits of the 
utilisation of digital technologies in connecting all those in search of alternative models 
of housing. 
 
In this chapter I will outline the current housing crisis facing Ireland, the status quo of 
Irish housing provision, the issues encountered by the population of Ireland in searching 
for alternative housing solutions, and the impact of the ‘sharing economy’ on housing. 
I will then explore the nature of the home, the concept and ever-changing nature of 
family, and the issue of ageing in place. I will move on to explore the concept of 
grassroots movements and communities making changes in their own contexts, and 
how bottom-up, community-led approaches to societal issues could be successful. I will 
then explore collaborative housing as a potential solution for the population that are 
seeking alternative models of living, providing examples from Europe and the US as 
demonstrations of successful collaborative housing endeavours, as well as exploring 
how these models contribute to a more sustainable housing landscape. Finally, I will 
explore the role that technology can serve as a mediating tool between individuals 
seeking a community, and between these and a wider network of (currently 
disconnected) communities and other stakeholders. 
 
Human Computer Interaction (HCI) stresses the importance of understanding users, 
their contexts, and their practices. However, collaborative housing is a model of 
housing that has not been experienced yet in Ireland. Therefore, exploring the role of 




and avenues for potential further research as this is a user-base and context not yet 
understood or explored in HCI.  
 
2.2 The Housing Crisis in Ireland 
Ireland is currently facing a housing crisis. Homelessness figures, the number of people 
awaiting allocation of social housing, and the average national rent price all reached 
new heights in 2019. Figures show that in September of 2018, there were a total of 
71,858 qualifying for social housing support (Housing Agency 2018), and as of winter 
2018, the average national rental price was €1,347, with national rents 31% higher than 
their 2008 peak (Daft 2018). The age of first-time buyers is increasing, and many young 
people do not feel that home ownership may not be possible for them at all (Weston 
2016). The so-called millennial generation are facing many struggles when it comes to 
purchasing a home, and part of the problem stems from the modernisation of the 
workforce. Short-term working contracts and remote working have led to an instability 
or uncertainty of employment that banks are averse to when approving mortgages, 
leaving modern workers in a difficult position. On top of this many people are spending 
over 60% of their income on housing (McCrave 2019), leaving little leftover income to 
allow them to save for the required 10% deposit. All of this demonstrates that there is 
a crisis in all areas of housing provision.  
 
Focus Ireland, a national charity supporting homeless people who monitor the level of 
homelessness in Ireland state that in October of 2019, homelessness had peaked at 
10,514 people without a home in Ireland (Focus Ireland 2020). While figures have since 
decreased steadily since March 2020, with June 2020 figures showing 8,699 individuals 
are homeless in Ireland, it is likely that this is due to the emergency COVID-19 
legislation that prevented landlords from evicting tenants due to the pandemic. While 
these restrictions are in place, it is likely that homeless figures will either continue to 





2.3 The current crisis 
The current housing crisis is the result of a number of different factors. Most obvious 
is the collapse of the Irish ‘Celtic Tiger’ in 2007 and the global economic crisis in 2008. 
These events exposed the complete failure of the Irish financial sector, with its over-
reliance on the property sector impacting on this failure directly. The ‘Celtic Tiger’ 
phenomenon was initially driven by solid foundational elements, such as decades of 
investment in higher education, EU membership and an English-speaking workforce, 
and transformed Ireland from being one of the poorest countries in Europe to having a 
thriving economy (Dorgan 2006). In addition, governmental targeting of foreign direct 
investment with the lure of a low corporation tax rate of just 12.5%, the second lowest 
in Europe (Tax Foundation 2020), brought inward investment. However, a lack of 
political foresight allowed an uncontrolled construction boom. Rising wages and easily 
accessible credit resulted in a continuous inflation of house prices. As the increasing 
population led to an increased demand for housing, developers struggled to meet this 
demand. This in turn led to an increased demand on banks and other financial 
institutions to provide mortgages for individuals and families hoping to buy while the 
economy thrived, and they responded by offering low interest rates on mortgages to 
encourage these potential homeowners. But houses were now being sold for far more 
than they were objectively worth, and household debt rose due to this mortgage debt 
(Kitchin, Hearne and O’Callaghan 2015). The property market also appeared to take on 
a life of its own, with prices continually rising despite the supply increasing and 
subsequent demand decreasing. 
 
Developers borrowed huge sums from financial institutions to fund their new 
developments. In order to fund these new housing developments, financial institutions 
had to borrow internationally, and the issues they encountered during the collapse can 
be attributed to their over-lending for property and land (Honohan et al. 2010). In 2008, 
60% of the Irish bank assets were tied up in property-related lending (Honohan et al. 
2010). During the time of economic ‘stability’, there was little reason to explore 
alternative models of living; developers were building on any and all land they could 
purchase (and re-zone), and potential homeowners were supported by the low mortgage 
interest rates of financial institutions. A buy-to-let infrastructure suddenly afforded 




landlords, renting their second homes to tenants (Kitchin, Hearne and O’Callaghan 
2015). Overall, the country displayed an inherently capitalist approach to property, and 
Ireland remained focussed on providing its standard models of housing. The country 
presented (and continues to present) a three-tiered system of housing; (i) private 
housing, (ii) social housing and (iii) the rental system (SIPTU 2014). 
 
Presently, in the Irish rental market, a person’s ‘security’ rests with the landlord, who 
more often than not, considers their rental property as an additional form of income. In 
the Residential Tenancies Board’s (RTB) annual publication from 2018, there were 
173,197 registered landlords and 539,253 registered tenants (Residential Tenancies 
Board 2018). The RTB is one mechanism for both landlords and tenants to understand 
their rights, and they can also assist with disputes and initiate investigations where 
necessary. Landlords are obligated to register their tenants and properties with the RTB 
annually, however not all do, with the RTB following up in each case where possible. 
The 2019 annual report notes that over 21,000 reminder letters were sent, with over 500 
escalating to sending a solicitor’s letter to enforce cooperation (Residential Tenancies 
Board 2019). There is rarely a sense of loyalty between landlord and tenant, and often 
leases on rental properties change from yearly to monthly at the end of a specified 
period of time. If the economy changes, a landlord may increase the rent as the market 
dictates (adhering to legislation, including the maximum increase in a rent pressure 
zone), leaving renters in a potentially precarious position.  
 
This property bubble that the country created through poor investment choices was also 
a result of misguided government policies. In the period leading to the early 1990’s, 
Ireland was in an economic slump, so with the rise of the Celtic Tiger, Ireland’s 
politicians, media and financiers were optimistic about economic growth and future 
returns on investments. Threats of a bust and an imminent, catastrophic economic 
collapse were shot down, and a “soft landing” in which prices would level off to a 
modest growth, and would result in construction slowing down was proclaimed as the 
worst case scenario (Kitchin, Hearne and O’Callaghan 2015). All of these factors 
combine to create an environment in which stakeholders - banks, developers and 




the debt-based model of homeownership (Kitchin, Hearne and O’Callaghan 2015). 
Despite explicit warnings from economic experts, the Taoiseach at the time, Bertie 
Ahern, said that, “the boom times are getting more boomer” (Newstalk 2015) and that 
there was no danger of a collapse (Corcoran 2014). 
 
However, the worst-case scenario was a devastating and catastrophic economic 
collapse in 2007/2008. Nationally, house prices fell consistently from December 2007, 
reaching their lowest point in March 2013 (CSO 2019). This consistent drop in house 
prices left many households with extraordinary debt. The houses bought during the 
Celtic Tiger were vastly overpriced, as they were no longer worth what was paid for 
them, leaving families and individuals with debt they could not afford to pay. Moreover, 
this global crisis left many unemployed, with just over 16% of the population being 
unemployed in 2012 (Trading Economics 2019), further deepening their debt issues. 
The property bubble bust was also disastrous for the banks. Where much of the global 
economy collapsed due to subprime loans (a loan which is known to carry risk and thus 
carries a higher interest rate for this risk), Irish banks were left with a vast amount of 
property-related loans they had willingly offered (Kitchin, Hearne and O’Callaghan 
2015), loans that could never be repaid. All of these bank-related issues were 
compounded by numerous financial scandals and corruption. 
 
The collapse of the property bubble had significant effects on the other tiers of housing 
supply, namely social housing (Kitchin, Hearne and O’Callaghan 2015). As houses 
were foreclosed, many were left relying on the private rental market, social housing, 
and living in emergency accommodation to avoid homelessness. This has not been 
resolved or even tackled in any meaningful way in the years following the economic 
recovery. Homelessness in particular is currently a topic of much debate, due to the 
government’s recent reclassification of the term ‘homeless’ to exclude certain groups 
of people. For example, those that are currently couchsurfing and those that have 
returned to living with their parents are no longer classified as homeless, meaning that 
over 1,500 people were removed from the homeless list (RTE 2019). Similarly, figures 




lists are in the tens of thousands. Regardless of how the numbers are classified, the 
supply of housing, once in abundance, no longer meets any demand. 
 
These housing issues have left the country in crisis. The current crisis of a lack of 
housing supply, increasing rental and purchase prices, lack of social housing and rising 
homelessness figures (Kitchin, Hearne and O’Callaghan 2015) have led to a number of 
people across Ireland exploring alternative models of housing, and the self-provision of 
housing. These numbers are not so high that the current housing landscape is under 
pressure implement immediate changes, however the economic downturn did expose 
the inherent flaws of continuing to allow private developers and government agencies 
to be the sole supplier of housing in Ireland. Individuals and communities no longer 
want to wait for housing to be provided to them, but want to forge their own path to 
create a housing solution that is affordable and sustainable. There is an 
acknowledgement, at a national level, of the necessity “to move beyond a three-tier 
system of housing in this country” (SIPTU 2014), and look beyond an individual 
viewpoint and the singular conception of home, household and community (Jarvis 
2015) if we are to overcome the current housing issues that have been building for the 
past number of decades. 
 
Collaborative housing, a model of housing that allows for communities to 
collaboratively create and manage their own housing, is gaining momentum in Ireland 
through national events and conferences. While this is still a minority of people, there 
is much more recognition of the need to change and the positive aspects of community-
led and -managed endeavours. This model of housing provision is common in Europe 
and is inspiring some communities in Ireland to explore an alternative model of living 
for a sustainable housing future. It can be considered part of the broad domain of the 
Collaborative Economy, in which peer to peer services are encouraged and utilised. In 
the next section I will explore the collaborative economy, and position collaborative 





2.4 Historical Housing Policies and the idea of ‘culture’ 
The island of Ireland was under British rule from the late 12th Century to the Early-
Mid 20th Century. Prior to the Irish State being established, the population of Ireland 
was predominantly rural, and homes were leased to Irish tenants by British landlords. 
The enactment of various land-related laws gave additional rights to tenants and spread 
the ownership of both land and dwellings into the hands of the Irish people, as opposed 
to land and dwellings remaining under the ownership of the 13,000-or-so British 
landlords (O’Broin 2019). Once tenants were given the option of buying their own 
home, tens of thousands did. Immediately at this point it is evident that ownership was 
desired, as both a display of power and rebellion, and a form of security and self-
sufficiency. While this struggle against a foreign ruling power is not active in Ireland 
presently, it is possible that the desire for self-reliance and security has prevailed in 
subsequent generations through a knowledge of Irish history, storytelling, and societal 
pressure. Ultimately, the Irish people have been left with a longing for ownership, for 
security, and for a tangible asset in the form of a home. This has also left many in 
Ireland with poor attitudes towards those that do not own their own home (Laird 2019). 
These factors, among others, have a pervasive cultural effect on the housing market 
which may be difficult to overcome or challenge.   
 
2.5 The Collaborative Economy 
The Collaborative Economy, or Sharing Economy, has been described as an economic 
model of distributed networks of connected communities and individuals, transforming 
the way in which we can produce, consume, finance, and learn (Botsman 2013). The 
aim of such an economy is to make use of currently underutilized resources, and to 
share with those in need of something that we have an excess of. Collaborative 
consumption then is the activity of obtaining, giving, or sharing the access to goods and 
services, which are coordinated through community based online services (Hamari, 
Ukkonen and Sjoklint 2016). While the benefits of the collaborative economy and 
collaborative consumption include both a sense of community and sustainability, in 





AirBnB, a particularly well-known product of the sharing economy, began as a service 
which allowed people the opportunity to rent out a room in their homes for the time 
period of their choosing. This exemplified the concept of the collaborative economy; 
somebody had an excess of something (in this case a room) and wished to share it with 
somebody looking for a room, as in the initial model of couchsurfing. However, since 
their inception, AirBnB and other peer-to-peer platforms have allowed some users to 
take a capitalist approach to these sharing services, resulting in a minority creating 
wealth for themselves (Avram et al. 2017). Some have challenged this model of 
minority ownership of a platform and pushed for a more democratic ownership model 
such as platform cooperativism (Scholz 2016). In the case of AirBnB, it gradually 
replaced how and where people stayed in new cities on holidays. Instead of booking a 
room in a hotel, holidaymakers began to rent rooms in houses, and the hosts on the 
platform began to rent out entire homes as opposed to rooms. While this is sharing 
underutilised resources, it can also be considered a new form of entrepreneurship in 
which the homeowner now uses their home as a business, so the ethos of sharing and 
the sharing economy is diminished, and once again replaced with a capitalist outlook. 
However, things went further, and entrepreneurs started investing in houses and 
apartments with the purpose of short-term rental. In order to counter the effect that 
AirBnB has on the hospitality sector and the property market in some of the world's 
major cities, there are various restrictions for AirBnB hosts, which include taxes and 
licences (AirBnB 2019). 
 
2.5.1 Motivations for Participating in Collaborative Consumption 
As is obvious, resources can always be shared for economic gain. To assess the 
possibility of a sharing economy truly become a caring economy (Avram et al. 2017), 
we must first examine what are people’s individual motivations for participation in this 
collaborative consumption, i.e., whether a person is intrinsically or extrinsically 
motivated to partake. This analysis of a person’s intrinsic and extrinsic motivations has 
been specifically applied to collaborative housing (Hamari, Ukkonen and Sjoklint 
2015). While a person may be (or feel they are) intrinsically motivated to partake in a 
collaborative housing venture, there is also the potential for extrinsic motivation to 





The potential to care for others at all stages of life, to be a part of a neighbourly 
sociability, and the desire to lead a more sustainable and eco-friendly lifestyle are 
intrinsically motivating factors, all of which are found in the members of various 
collaborative housing models. Ideological/political motivations are also intrinsic, 
ranging from ideas of accepting alternative lifestyles, or having a desire to try 
something new, to try something “disruptive” (Lang, Carriou and Czischke 2018, p.28). 
 
The desire to care for others is an intrinsic motivation, as is the desire for sustainability. 
However, financial gain, timesaving, and other economic factors are often stronger 
motivators for people to partake in collaborative consumption, and these are clearly 
extrinsic factors (Hamari, Ukkonen and Sjoklint 2015). As a collaborative housing 
initiative allows communities to create their own housing solutions, these motivating 
factors should be considered and integrated when developing the housing initiative, as 
opposed to a standard home purchased from the market. Extrinsic, practical, factors 
such as affordability and ownership of an asset cannot be ignored when discussing 
collaborative housing, even though it seems at odds with the philosophical positions 
many of those interested in forming such a community hold. The ‘collaborative’ aspect 
of collaborative housing is why this form of housing can be placed under the umbrella 
term of the collaborative economy.  
 
Cohousing, a ‘subset’ of collaborative housing (Vestbro 2000), where individual 
households share some common facilities or amenities, and residents are communally 
responsible for managing the community (Oxford 2019) is particularly representative 
of this collaborative aspect, as it provides a site for further sharing practices to take 
place, for example growing food, cooking together and carpooling. Cohousing and 
other collaborative housing models will be explored in more depth in the next section. 
 
2.6 Collaborative Housing 
Collaborative housing is a model of housing in which communities play a strong 




communities to create and manage their own housing solutions depending on their own 
wants, needs and motivations. There is a wide variety of forms of this self-organised 
model of housing, but they are referred to under an umbrella term of ‘collaborative 
housing’ (Lang, Carriou and Czischke 2018). 
 
2.6.1 The History of Collaborative Models of Housing 
Collaborative housing (or collective housing) has a long history, with philosophical 
underpinnings from the middle-ages, and practical applications of note can be traced 
from American and European communities in the 19th Century, Soviet experiments in 
the early 20th century (Vestbro 2000), and especially in post-war Europe (after 1945). 
 
 





Much of Europe had major cities destroyed, leaving hundreds of thousands of people 
without a home to go to (Harris 1999). This led to governments across Europe, France 
in particular (Bresson and Denèfle 2015), signing off on on multiple community-led 
housing initiatives in an attempt to rebuild housing as soon as possible. Initiatives taken 
by the people in relation to housing also included co-operative housing, in which 
prospective inhabitants of a home become members of the cooperative and housing is 
then provided for them. Co-operatives are democratic organisations that are controlled 
by members. In terms of housing, co-operative housing can be considered an alternative 
to renting or buying a home. Instead, members buy into the co-operative. Their shares 
in the co-operative can then later be sold. Co-operative housing has a long history in 
Europe, but its history in Ireland only dates back to the 1950’s (Co-operative Housing 
Ireland 2019). Presently, Co-Operative Housing Ireland predominantly supplies social 
housing, but continues to support other housing co-operatives across the country. While 
there is potential for co-operative housing in Ireland, there are also the potential for 
issues with this model of housing provision. Poland in particular has a chequered 
history with co-operatives, with feelings of inequality and injustice now associated with 
them, as governmental influences changed the way in which co-operatives operated, 
and they ‘turned their backs’ on their members (Coudroy de Lille 2015). While this 
feeling of injustice, mistrust and dissatisfaction is fading as a new wave of micro co-
operatives are attempting to change this perception, it is important to note that over 2% 
of the population in Ireland is Polish (CSO 2017), which is a significant proportion, and 
has the potential to bias the national outlook on co-operative housing. 
 
2.6.2 Cohousing 
One particular model of collaborative housing that has been particularly successful, 
most notably in Scandinavia and mainland Europe, is cohousing. There are some 
differences in literature with regard to the terms cohousing and co-housing, therefore 
this thesis will use the term ‘cohousing’ (commonly used in North American literature) 
to refer to the model of housing in which residents share common facilities, have their 
own private homes or units, and often partake in activities together as a community. 




there does not seem to be a commonly agreed term for this particular model, as the 
terms ‘cohousing’ and ‘co-housing’ are often used interchangeably, so it is often 
unclear if they are speaking specifically about what I continue to refer to as ‘cohousing’ 
or whether they refer to the broader term of ‘collaborative housing’ or to any of its other 
subsets. Similarly, dependent on the country being researched, there are different terms 
to describe the concept of cohousing, for example in Sweden the term is ‘kollectivhus’, 
in Denmark it is referred to as ‘bofaellesskab’ (Vestbro 2000), and in The Netherlands 
it is ‘centraal wonen’ (Fromm 2012). Ultimately, there is a clear need for greater 
definitional clarity in the field of collaborative housing (Lang, Carriou and Czischke 
2018). For the purposes of clarity in this thesis, the of the term cohousing is based on 
the following definition; “a form of collective housing which has four common 
characteristics: 
1. Social contact design (SCD): the physical design encourages a strong sense of 
community. 
2. Extensive common facilities: as an integral part of the community common areas are 
designed for daily use, to supplement private living areas. 
3. Resident involvement in the recruitment, production and operational processes. 
4. Collaborative lifestyles offering inter-dependence, support networks, sociability and 
security” (McCamant and Durrett 2011, p.27). It is the first point in particular, the 
sociability of the space, that makes cohousing distinctive as a model of collaborative 
housing, and it’s this aspect of social architecture that differentiates it from other 
shared-space neighbourhoods (Jarvis 2015). Similarly, resident involvement in the 
recruitment (forming a group and recruiting residents), production (both the design of 
the home and sometimes the actual physical production – members each laying a brick 
for example), and operational processes (management) makes cohousing distinctive. 
 
The success of cohousing in other European countries has not been matched in Ireland. 
While the ‘new wave of cohousing’ began in Denmark in the late 1960’s to early 
1970’s, Ireland was in a poor economic state, which was then followed by a period of 
prosperity. A product of this prosperity, as already explored in section 2.3, was a 




even a desire, for exploring cohousing or any other models of collaborative housing. 
But now, as the country is in the midst of a housing crisis, coupled with a desire to live 
in a more sustainable way, interest in exploring and developing collaborative housing 
has been ignited. This is not entirely surprising, as it has been found that cohousing and 
other forms of collective housing initiatives tend to be born from economic crises 
(Harris 1999). 
 
In Denmark in the late 1960’s, author Bodil Graae published an article entitled ‘Every 
child should have 100 parents’, and this is often referred to as an inspiring factor in the 
development of cohousing (Milman 1994). Some Danish families were unhappy with 
the existing models of housing, as there was an estrangement between neighbours, they 
desired more sociability and connectivity, as well as shared resources, and thus the 
grassroots movement of cohousing developed (McCamant and Durrett 2011). In 
Sweden, cohousing developed from a feminist approach to reducing the burden of 
issues like housework (Vestbro 2000). Since the beginnings of this movement in 
Scandinavia in the 1960’s-1970’s, cohousing has spread worldwide, including to the 
United States and Australia, and continues to prove a popular model of living. 
 
While cohousing as a model involves residents coming together to manage their 
complexes and share resources, there are a number of different types of cohousing 
arrangements. The most pervasive and popular model is multigenerational. This model 
delivers so many benefits, including mutual caretaking, with parents often looking after 
each other’s children (Vestbro 2000), and seniors receiving companionship and care 
without being in the confines of a care home. This is also the case for senior cohousing, 
in which the benefits for residents include remaining active and positively preventing 
loneliness through social contact, togetherness and solidarity (Bamford 2005). OWCH 
(Older Women’s CoHousing) in UK is exemplary in elder cohousing; a group of single 
women over 50 created this cohousing arrangement as an alternative to living alone 
dispersed in houses in London. Generally speaking, women tend to be the driving force 
for cohousing projects in ageing populations (Labit 2015). Ultimately, residents rely on 




important ways, and it is this social capital that makes cohousing work in the way that 
it does (Fromm 2012). 
 
2.6.3 Cohousing in Europe 
What follows is a brief, comparative outline of how cohousing endeavours in different 
countries and cultures have fared. In the Nordic countries, cohousing is a popular model 
of housing, but the models of cohousing and the ownership models and infrastructural 
supports differ from country to country. Denmark, a country with over 1% of its 
population living in cohousing settlements, and the country to which the modern wave 
of cohousing has been traced, supports the development of such arrangements through 
both policy and social encouragement. The Danish model of ‘bofaellesskab’ is centred 
on private ownership (Gutzon Larsen 2019), so each individual owns their own home 
in the cohousing community. They are generally low-rise, village-like structures that 
foster a sense of community (Vestbro 2000). This is a model that could prove to be the 
most desired for Ireland, as there is a national desire for property ownership. Moreover, 
low-rise buildings, and developments that mirror housing estates (as opposed to tower 
blocks) may be more acceptable in Irish culture, as developers in Ireland have 
consistently built ‘out’ instead of ‘up’. 
 
However, in Sweden most cohousing developments are owned by municipal housing 
associations and rented out. There are generally two types of cohousing units in 
Sweden, the age-integrated model and the senior-segregated (or ‘cohousing for the 
second half of life’) model (Sandsteadt and Westin 2015). The overall ‘kollektivhus’ 
model has been very successful in Sweden, and is supported and even provided for by 
the state (Vestbro 2000). There are also organisations aimed at enhancing public 
knowledge of cohousing in Sweden, for example Kollektivhus Nu (Sandsteadt and 
Westin 2015). This Swedish model tends to be apartment block-style developments, so 
less aligned with the current landscape of Ireland. 
 
For Finland’s cohousing communities, there are difficulties in site acquisition and a 
lack of financial models for resident-driven projects, as most construction projects are 




increase in individuals/groups contracting companies for one-off builds, a 2015 act on 
collaborative construction contracting now specifies the roles and responsibilities of 
actors (Laine et al. 2018).  
 
In Germany, there is a wide variety in the models of cohousing (Ache and Fedrowitz 
2012). Berlin in particular has a long history of self-organised and collective models of 
housing, and the ‘baugruppen’ model popular in this city (multi-family, high-rise units) 
tends to favour owner-occupancy. It is also popular among the older population of 
Berlin; in 2007 the Berlin Senate found that over 200,000 Berliners aged 50+ preferred 
a model of community living to ‘old people’s homes’ (Droste 2015). Despite the 
governmental support for the baugruppen, it can still be difficult to get some cohousing 
initiatives off the ground due to issues with cross-departmental infrastructures (Droste 
2015).  
 
In the Netherlands the providers of cohousing units tend to be housing associations, 
often partnering with local authorities, and backed by policy. This model of housing is 
aimed at public sector rental (Labit 2015). The French term for collaborative housing 
is “habitat participatif”, a relatively new term used to describe a variety of collective 
housing models (Bresson and Denèfle 2015). As previously mentioned, in the post-war 
period many community-led housing endeavours were approved by the government in 
order to get the reconstruction of cities underway; some of these initiatives included 
various models of cohousing. In modern France, there are associations set up to help 
with the cohousing development process, for example Les Habiles (Bresson and 
Denèfle 2015).  
 
Finally, in the United Kingdom cohousing is popular amongst the eco-aware 
population, with developments such as LILAC in Leeds2. Communities such as this are 
environmentally conscious and strive for sustainability. Housing co-operatives are 
popular in the United Kingdom. There are also legal supports which help with the 
 




development of collaborative housing communities and other community endeavours, 
including the Community Land Trust institution.  
 
2.6.4 Cohousing: Issues in an Irish Context 
With such positive effects reported on a worldwide stage, we must now ask the question 
if it has worked so well and is so pervasive in other countries, why has cohousing not 
found the same success in Ireland? Across Europe there are a number of organisations 
whose sole purpose is to support and encourage the creation of community led, 
collaborative housing initiatives, for example Les Habiles and Habicoop in France 
(Bresson and Denèfle 2015), Netzwerkagentur GenerationenWohnen in Germany 
(Netzwerkagentur GenerationenWohnen 2019) and the UK Cohousing Network in the 
UK (UK Cohousing Network 2020). This kind of support system or encouragement is 
not yet visibly present in Ireland. Similarly, regulatory influences have shaped the 
landscape of housing worldwide, and where some governments have supported and 
encouraged community-led housing endeavours such as cohousing (Denmark, 
Germany, France), no such consideration has been given to those models of housing in 
Ireland. While government assistance in this regard would be a benefit to those wishing 
to create collaborative housing endeavours nationwide, it is possible that governmental 
input could go against it. Good communication and information exchange are seen to 
be vital for the success of co-housing, but in Germany there are cases of municipalities 
lacking cross-departmental structures which makes them act as opponents to various 
cohousing projects (Droste 2015). This could also be the case in Ireland if collaborative 
housing were to be supported by various government departments, at both local level 
and national level. 
 
Another issue presenting itself in Ireland is that socially, collaborative housing is either 
unheard of or misunderstood outside of the activist groups supporting these endeavours, 
whereas as of 2007, 1% of Denmark’s population lived in a cohousing settlement 
(Cohousing 2007). This lack of awareness or misinformation about cohousing (and 
collaborative housing) will need to be overcome if Ireland is to have successful and 
thriving cohousing communities. While the majority of literature on cohousing presents 




needs to be clearly stated, as many authors are also collaborative housing activists 
and/or residents (Lang, Carriou and Czischke 2018). Although the perceived benefits 
include creating strong social bonds and striving for sustainability, there is also the 
potential for cohousing communities to display characteristics of exclusivity 
(Chatterton 2013), gentrification, and a danger of crossing the boundary from 
cohousing to a gated community (Tummers 2016).  
 
2.7 Technology and Cohousing Communities 
Despite the fact that people are motivated, both intrinsically and extrinsically, to be part 
of, create or join a cohousing community, there are common reasons why such 
initiatives fall apart before ever getting off the ground. In order to create a cohousing 
community, members of the community have to put in an extraordinary amount of time, 
as this is a resident-driven, participatory process (Williams 2008). Cohousing 
communities can take years to develop from the group’s initial idea to the outcome. On 
average, it takes groups between five and seven years to develop their cohousing 
community, as there are a variety of issues that need to be overcome, including 
establishing a shared vision, securing financial assistance and overcoming building 
regulations (Jarvis 2015). Many people will not commit this kind of time to something 
that is, at first, a speculative and idealistic endeavour. This is not due to a lack of 
interest, but because of the significant time investment required, which many people 
cannot give. Group connectivity, solidarity and momentum are also issues that leave 
many groups failing to achieve their goal (Jarvis 2015). There are also significant 
financial commitments to be made by all group members, and this is not always 
possible. There are significant and numerous obstacles to be overcome by any single 
group intent on creating a cohousing community. Looking at all of these obstacles from 
a Human-Computer Interaction perspective, the issues surrounding group connectivity 
and collaboration were interesting warranted further research. Therefore, these issues 
will be explored both within individual cohousing groups and with regard to their 
connecting to other groups nationwide. This is one of the key issues cohousing activists 





2.7.1 The Home 
In order to understand the integration of technology in the home, we should first explore 
what the ‘home’ is and if this common understanding of ‘home’ should be challenged, 
particularly in modern society. When we think of the home, we think of a domestic, 
private living space for a family. As ‘the home’ is a socially constructed ‘ideal’ with 
roots in historical policies and assumptions, it is possible that these influences are 
constricting our ability to see beyond the current status quo and to create new domestic 
‘spaces’. This will be both a design and policy challenge. 
 
For example, there is often a mismatch between the inhabitants of a home and the 
typical definition of a family (Silbaugh 2015). This mismatch is not just a recent issue 
spurred by the housing crisis in which people will live with friends or strangers just to 
have a bed to sleep in, but the membership of a family and a household has been 
evolving and changing gradually over the past number of decades. The nuclear family, 
which has been defined as two adults and at least one child is no longer the only type 
of family unit that is socially ‘acceptable’. However, the status quo of housing 
architecture, design and policy does not support this shift. Developers continue to 
provide a certain type of home as it is assumed that this is what the public wants, but in 
this case, it is what the public gets regardless of any societal shifts (Till 2015). 
Regarding the ‘nuclear family’, or the family-standard when exploring historical design 
of dwellings, the 1944 United Kingdom housing advisory publication ‘Design of 
Dwellings’ exemplifies the design of modern homes for a nuclear family model, while 
highlighting the view on the home as a female space for work and reproduction (Pilkey 
2015). The home is largely seen as a feminine space (Bell and Dourish 2005), in which 
the female is the mother and assumes the gender role of primary caregiver to children 
(Williams 2001). As such the design of the home for at least the past 8 decades has 
catered for this culturally-produced concept of the ‘caregiving’ mother, ‘breadwinning’ 
father, and children.  
 
From a developer’s point of view, the current standard model of housing is meeting the 
demands of the public. They are reliant on individuals, couples, or families upsizing or 




cycle of housing that the property market is built on (Till 2015). If developers were to 
create housing that had the lifecycle of its inhabitants in mind, if housing was designed 
to anticipate and cater for changes in household membership, ability and circumstance, 
people could stay in their own home for their lifetime. While this would not serve the 
economic interests of a capitalistic housing market that is not particularly open to new 
housing forms (Maak 2015), it serves the needs of the people. 
 
Similarly, from a design point of view, the challenges posed by changes in habits and 
needs, demographic change, and the dissolution of the traditional nuclear family should 
be explored regarding the building of homes (Maak 2015). This should begin by 
looking at the home as a ‘whole of spaces’ as opposed to a predetermined set of rooms 
to make for more flexible living (Schindler 2015). For design to anticipate natural 
changes in life, it must focus on flexibility and caretaking at all stages of life (Silbaugh 
2015). Moreover, increased life expectancies have allowed for “longer years of shared 
lives” between generations (Bengtson 2004) which should be celebrated and 
encouraged as opposed to separated. 
 
Ultimately, it is clear that the home is not serving its full potential as lifetime 
accommodation, rather the architecture and design of the home is an increasingly 
dominant factor in family making (Venuturupalli Rao 2015) with roots in historical 
notions of the nuclear family, and catering for an outdated housing market. Modern 
changes in work and the influence of technology has also impacted the design and 
purpose of homes, as well as the type of living arrangements available, and I will 
explore this in the next section. 
 
2.7.2 Technology and The Home 
The ability to differentiate home life from public or work life used to prove much easier 
than it currently is. The pervasive nature of modern technology, and the changes this 
has brought blurs the lines between home and work life as they tend to bleed into one 
another, which may be particularly relevant in the post-COVID-19 society. This 
intertwining of work and life raises questions about the definition of ‘private’ and 




How can one differentiate the private-home space from the public-home space? The 
technological advances over the past number of decades has raised questions on this 
previous notion of the home being a solely private space (Maak 2015).  
 
While this is indeed a criticism - that private spaces are subject to work infiltration, 
further skewing any attempts at creating a healthy work-life balance - it is not all bad. 
Technology in the home can aid with various household priorities like monitoring 
energy use (see, for example, Hargreaves, Nye and Burgess 2010), allowing for the 
potential to then amend any environmentally or monetarily destructive, or any unwise 
behaviours. Similarly, technological advances and subsequent integration in the home 
can allow for more productivity in terms of work, with people able to set their own 
schedules (to a degree) and work in a way they find comfortable which may differ from 
the standard office attire, behaviour, break schedule, etc. 
 
2.7.3 Co-living: A Streamlined Live/Work Environment? 
Computers, smartphones, and other technological aids have had the effect that work no 
longer has to be geographically separate from the home. The home can now also be the 
office (Williams 2001). This is taken to an extreme in the case of co-living. Co-living 
arrangements bring together people of particular demographics and characteristics to 
live together, and inhabitants are usually provided expansive common workspaces, 
meaning co-living and co-working go hand in hand. Co-living can be likened to co-
housing in the sense that it calls for the creation of an intentional community, however 
it differs in the sense that co-living communities are usually curated. Typically, co-
living hosts ‘digital nomads’, creatives and freelancers, as this is the type of workspace 
and model of work they can assist with. This curation has the potential to create a self-
contained global community (as it is possible in some communities to transfer to 
another branch in a different location, as is the case with Node, a company with a 
location in Dublin). 
 
Co-living, while often encouraging community gatherings and sociability, also 
encourages an unhealthy work-life scenario. The common workspaces are in the same 




(laundry, housekeeping) are generally provided for the inhabitants as part of their 
monthly bill (Hoffower 2018), so there is little to do in their own private spaces. In a 
sense, this blurs the line between residence and hotel; if all furnishings, services and 
amenities are provided, what is left to make the residence a home? Admittedly, these 
co-living arrangements are mainly inhabited by people not intending to stay in a 
location for a significant amount of time, i.e., these people do not want this to be their 
permanent, lifelong residence, and this is - in part - one of the biggest differences 
between communities of co-living and cohousing. In order to be part of a co-living 
community one must simply express your interest by signing up, interviewing with the 
‘curator’ for the unit, and one’s ‘community’ is provided for them by the curator(s) and 
manager(s), however such an arrangement is not feasible when aiming to create a 
cohousing community. A cohousing community is based on common interests and a 
desire to be part of a community for an extended period of your life, if not a lifetime. 
This distinction is one of the most important to note between cohousing and co-living. 
However, as mentioned there are plenty more, and despite this the terms are often used 
interchangeably, which sets the progress for cohousing and collaborative housing back. 
An Irish architect collective who have been actively exploring collaborative models of 
housing in both Ireland and Europe are Self-Organised Architecture, or SOA. They 
have been endeavouring to spread the word about cohousing and the benefits associated 
with this model of housing and have felt it necessary to explicitly distinguish cohousing 
from co-living. The infographic found in Figure 2 which has been developed by SOA 
and can be found on their twitter page3 has outlined the primary differences between 
cohousing and co-living. SOA will be discussed in this thesis in chapter 5. 
 
 





Figure 2: SOA's infographic outlining the difference between cohousing and co-living 
 
Modern urban planning has reinforced the idea of ‘public’ and ‘private’ spaces, at the 
cost of the ‘in-between’ or communal spaces, but cohousing and other forms of 
collective and collaborative housing are an attempt to reclaim the communal spaces 
(Vestbro 2000). I will discuss in the following sections issues surrounding creating a 
cohousing community, in particular structures and methods for aiding the development 





2.7.4 Connected Communities 
When aiming to connect communities in a digital age, one can look to the field of 
community informatics (CI), a field of study which explores the challenges and 
opportunities for human communities in a technological age (Carroll, Shih and 
Kropczynski 2015). ‘Informatics’ as a term refers to the way in which humans and 
information interact (in a variety of domains; health, engineering, computer science, 
etc.). The objective of CI is to utilise information and communication technologies 
(ICT) to enable the success of community goals, including overcoming a ‘digital divide’ 
both within communities, and between communities (Gurstein 2007). This is a pertinent 
issue in an Irish context, as communities aiming to explore collaborative housing in 
Ireland are largely disconnected, both as individual communities and as a wider 
network of connected communities.  
 
The variety of digital tools and platforms employed by collaborative housing action 
groups nationwide (which will be explored in more detail in the chapter 7 of this thesis) 
is evidence of a desire to connect these communities, but no platform or tool utilised to 
date has had much, if any, sustained success. As these technologies have not been 
designed for the specific purpose of connecting communities, they have been 
reappropriated by communities because of issues with, and limitations of, other 
platforms, or simply the absence of an appropriate platform. There are information 
divides present across different user groups - for example public social media 
(Facebook, Twitter), employment-centred social media (LinkedIn), enterprise social 
media (Yammer) - and each user group has different information requirements. While 
reappropriating various technologies or platforms can prove successful to an extent, the 
technology either has to be ‘transposed’ or the information translated across this 
information and user divide (Voida, Harmon and Al-Ani 2012) to become useful in a 
meaningful way, i.e., the way information is ‘packaged’ is important in each context 
(Bannon and Bødker 1997). 
 
This is where creating a Common Information Space (CIS) is necessary. This concept 
comes from the domain of Computer Supported Cooperative Work (CSCW). Normally 




Bødker 1997, Bannon 2000). However, the concept can be transferred quite easily to 
distributed communities. The nature of a CIS is dependent on the context in which it is 
being used, and the term ‘information space’ can also have different meanings, 
depending on who is speaking about the information space and in what context. Bannon 
and Schmidt (1992, p22) attempt to define a common information space as; “a central 
archive of organizational information with some level of 'shared' agreement as to the 
meaning of this information (locally constructed), despite the marked differences 
concerning the origins and context of these information items”. They go on to say that 
the space is maintained and contributed to by different actors employing different 
strategies. Ultimately, a common information space allows a group of people (a 
community in this case) to contribute information to a shared space, with a common 
understanding between all actors as to how information should be packaged and 
understood. This shared understanding is what makes the space ‘common’. This is an 
important point to consider when designing for communities. The idea that certain 
spaces have certain meanings, and that information should be packaged in certain ways 
to achieve a common understanding is not something that has been implemented by any 
of the platforms utilised by collaborative housing groups in Ireland, meaning that much 
of the information on such platforms is scattered, open to misunderstanding, and 
ultimately neglected. This issue also relates to the way in which information on such 
platforms is structured; information infrastructure (or infrastructuring) should be 
viewed as a relationship between humans’ organised ways of doing things and the 
technologies that enable and support these methods (Karasti 2014). In this sense, we 
need to understand and be very clear about the ways in which we create information 
sharing infrastructures, and what are the specific needs of the users of such 
infrastructures. In other words, the way information is presented to the users of the 
platform (in this case) should be representative of their information needs. This, in a 
broad sense, mirrors user-centred design, a design methodology commonly employed 
in the domain of Human-Computer Interaction. As the title suggests, user-centred 
design keeps the user at the forefront of the iterative design process, with the first step 
of this process being to clearly define the user’s requirements (Norman 2013). 
Regarding infrastructuring, one must first understand the informational needs of the 





In terms of connecting members of communities to both each other and to external 
individuals or groups, we can also look at ‘boundary objects’ as a useful tool of 
discussion. Boundary objects are artefacts which are “adaptable to different viewpoints 
and robust enough to maintain identity across them” (Star and Greisemer 1989, p.393), 
in other words they are objects or artefacts which can be used as collaboration tools 
which have common meanings and understandings, depending on a person’s 
perspective. The potential for boundary objects to be used within groups and as cross-
organisation connective artefacts is something that should be explored by collaborative 
housing action groups to give a greater understanding of the needs and desires of 
various groups. For example, if a community action group was to discuss land in a 
specific location between themselves, they could gain a clearer understanding of what 
amenities or services each member wanted as part of their collaborative housing 
development. Subsequently, this land can also be viewed by potential financial partners 
to understand what exactly they are loaning the money for. In this sense, the land is the 
boundary object, and has a common understanding between the action group and the 
financial partner, that ‘this is where we intend to live, and this is what we want’, while 
simultaneously giving the group a clearer understanding of where their peers are 
situated ideologically, and giving the financial partner an understanding of ‘value for 
money’. Ultimately, boundary objects can have an important influence in managing 
information flow and ambiguities of groups (Phelps and Reddy 2009). Although 
boundary objects are generally physical in nature, it is important to consider allowing 
for the discussion of boundary objects with online platforms. 
 
The reason for exploring concepts such as these is part of a broader theme in CSCW: 
knowledge sharing or expertise sharing (Ackerman et al. 2013), as opposed to 
knowledge management, a term which (to an extent) removes the human element and 
has a more industrial connotation, focusing more on efficient storage, management, 
retrieval and augmentation of information (Ackerman, Pipek and Wulf 2003). 
Knowledge sharing within a community is key to the continued success of any 
community and is one of the core principles of creating communities of practice 
(Wenger, McDermott and Snyder 2002). A community in which knowledge and 
expertise are actively shared lay the groundwork for a community's longevity and 




collaborative housing action groups in Ireland, leading to multiple groups exploring the 
same topics over and over, which is an issue that should be addressed. As collaborative 
housing is not a model of housing provision that has had much exploration or success 
in Ireland as of yet, this is even more of a reason to ensure that this aspect is considered 
and supported in any technological adoption. Knowledge sharing supports the growth 
of a community, and the collaborative housing communities of Ireland need to be 
supported in developing a repository of information and resources, but this should only 
be undertaken once there is actionable knowledge to share. As the number of groups in 
Ireland grows, so does the knowledge they have acquired. But, simultaneously, if these 
groups are not exchanging knowledge they are not adding to any body of knowledge, 
leaving groups exploring paths that others already know are not worth exploring. 
 
One of the main issues identified as one of the ‘axes of difference’ in the broad body of 
HCI literature also must be considered; whether technology can provide an adequate 
solution to the issues collaborative housing action groups nationwide are facing, or 
whether technology alone is inadequate as a complete solution and the issue requires 
an overhaul in policies and lifestyles (DiSalvo, Sengers and Brynjarsdóttir 2010). In the 
case of collaborative housing in Ireland, due to the policy structures in place, in which 
planning, infrastructure and property development are managed and implemented in 
such a way that it is difficult to find solutions to the almost insurmountable challenges 
facing local housing action communities, it seems that a national policy overhaul is 
necessary for the widespread success of collaborative housing. Similarly, an ideological 
and attitudinal shift would be necessary to allow collaborative housing initiatives to 
flourish, as there appears to be a negative connotation linked to the concept of 
cohousing in particular, which some (misinformed) Irish people have likened to a 
‘commune’, which is considered to be another distinct model of collaborative housing, 
or collective house form (Vestbro 2000). So while there is potential for technology to 
aid in connecting collaborative housing action groups nationwide, and for such a 
technology to provide clear information to those who are not part of collaborative 
housing action groups, this may not be enough to have a successful and active 
collaborative housing future in Ireland, as policy change is the most difficult challenge 







Ethnographies focus on small-scale societies, and are concerned with the nature, 
construction, and maintenance of culture. Ethnographers aim to “look beyond what 
people say to understand the shared system of meanings we call “culture”” (Lee, 
Saunders and Goulding 2005 p. 298). This study took an ethnographic approach to the 
study of communities, of collaborative housing activists in an attempt to understand the 
culture of both housing and collaborative housing in Ireland. Culture is a key term 
throughout this study, a word explicitly stated by some participants and alluded to by 
others. As a researcher with little experience of the housing market in Ireland, I was 
only vaguely aware of the notion of a culture surrounding property at the beginning of 
this study, but found that the extensive fieldwork I undertook helped made me acutely 
aware of the issues that surround housing culture.  
 
An ethnographic study requires the researcher to undertake prolonged contact with 
members of a particular group (Lee, Saunders and Goulding 2005) in an attempt to 
understand the environments and lived experiences of the research participants, while 
simultaneously maintaining the role of an objective observant of the discussions, 
processes and events held by the participants. As such, my goal was to integrate into 
the world in which I was conducting research, and ultimately join a group, or other 
individuals, that were exploring collaborative housing as citizens. I assumed the role of 
participant-as-observer (Bryman 2016) for this study. My aim was to explore how 
collaborative housing or cohousing groups nationwide are progressing, attend as many 
national events as possible, and to find a group to ‘join’ and follow, all while 
maintaining a level of objectivity appropriate for a researcher in each particular setting. 
At times this was difficult, as there was a natural inclination toward experiencing the 
group’s setbacks and disappointments as a participant, rather than analysing them as a 
researcher. I also assumed the role of facilitator and/or moderator on more than one 
occasion on behalf of the group I was part of as I had prior experience in this role for 




there was a degree of control in my hands that would be unusual for a true observer. I 
was hesitant to assume this control for fear of unknowingly or unintentionally affecting 
the natural behaviours, desires or processes of the individuals I was working with, but 
also realised that the role of participant-as-observer allowed for this additional 
responsibility as a participant. Moreover, having come to the group early in their 
exploration and having read a substantial amount of literature on the very topic they 
were pursuing, I felt a sense of obligation from the participant side of my role to suggest 
to the other participants paths that may be worth exploring (or avoiding other paths), 
based on other cases I had read about, or heard about.  
 
The fieldwork in this study was undertaken at a number of different ‘events’ that took 
place over the course of my 21 month study, some of which had been organised by 
Collaborative Housing Limerick, the group that I had joined, and others organised by 
external organisations or individuals who were also exploring collaborative housing in 
Ireland. These external events were hosted nationwide, were publicly accessible, and 
often advertised on both Facebook and Eventbrite. Members of Collaborative Housing 
Limerick generally expressed an interest in attending these events, but often were 
unable to due to personal circumstances. In the cases where members were unable to 
attend, I once again acted as both researcher and group member, feeding information 
back to the group at the following meetings. My fieldwork also consisted of two field 
trips to Aarhus, Denmark, to visit two successful cohousing communities. Finally, I 
undertook an online study of the resources available in Ireland and the UK, and a 
surface level analysis of cohousing groups in the UK that are active on Facebook. 
 
This study also takes an action research approach, in which I have endeavoured to 
obtain and produce actionable or practical knowledge in the “pursuit of worthwhile 
human purposes, grounded in a participatory worldview” (Reason and Bradbury 2001, 
p. 2). With rising levels of homelessness and the overall difficulty to obtain a secure 
and affordable home in the current housing market, the exploration and development 
of other models of housing should be considered a worthwhile endeavour. 
Collaborative housing and other alternative housing models have not yet found a place 
in Ireland’s housing landscape, but they have also not yet been explored in-depth, or 
indeed, tried. Research into any endeavour that aims to create more sustainable and 




research. Moreover, collaborative housing by its very nature and definition takes a 
participatory worldview, in which people and communities come together to support 
one another, and in the case of collaborative housing, the environment. Ultimately, the 
objective of this thesis is not to develop a new theory, but to present a society and 
culture as it stands from my own participant/observer perspective and produce 




I utilised a number of techniques for conducting research into collaborative housing, 
and more specifically, conducting research with a range of individuals connected to 
collaborative housing. Ethnographic studies require the researcher to utilise a number 
of qualitative research techniques to obtain a holistic picture of the culture or 
environment in which they are immersing themselves, and as such, I carefully selected 
my techniques based on the situations in which I was working. 
 
3.2.1 Observation and Participation 
The first qualitative technique I employed for the duration of the study was observation. 
This was the most informative aspect of the study, as this occurred with every 
opportunity for people to interact with other individuals and organisations. My 
observations focussed on the interactions between individual group members, 
specifically regarding how the group faced challenges and allocated work amongst 
themselves. Many international communities endeavouring to create collaborative 
housing solutions appear to fail for a plethora of reasons, including individual and group 
commitment. Observing and then noting how each member contributed to discussions 
surrounding overcoming challenges and how much work each was willing to commit 
to would be indicative of their overall commitment to the collaborative housing pursuit. 
I also observed how the broader network of collaborative housing activists in Ireland 
interacted with one another, for example how willing people were to engage with other 
groups and provide guidance regarding progressing in an endeavour. This was an 
important consideration for me, particularly at the beginning of the study when my aim 




knowledge sharing efforts of collaborative housing groups. I wanted to explore whether 
groups were currently sharing knowledge when the opportunities arose to meet in-
person, which would then feed into the development of a platform to support these 
interactions.  
 
Equally important was the participation aspect of this study, which is why I assumed 
the role of participant-as-observer. Before undertaking this study I realised that the 
entire premise of collaborative housing is based on the idea of collaborating and 
sharing, this meant that I could not remain a passive observer as I would be in direct 
conflict with the ideals of the group. I decided that becoming an active participant, as 
well as an observer, was going to be the best course of action if I were to gain a holistic 
understanding of the group and their goals. Moreover, over the course of the study I 
had been invited to either moderate or facilitate events centred on collaborative housing 
by a number of individuals outside of the group that I was working with, therefore I 
could not maintain the role of a passive observer. I was actively participating in 
discussions, asking pointed questions, and interpreting participants responses on 
multiple occasions, therefore also assuming the role of a citizen with interest in 
pursuing and learning about collaborative housing, and this is the perspective or lens 
that this work is viewed through. 
  
3.2.2 Formal and Informal Interviews  
Over the course of my study I met with several different people with various 
professional positions in the current housing landscape, as well as a number of citizens, 
collectives and communities exploring collaborative housing. I also met individuals 
from other countries who had experienced living in collaborative housing 
arrangements. With this wealth of experience and host of sources to learn from, I 
undertook several informal interviews as well as one formal interview. These informal 
interviews consisted of some generic questions, like how long a person had been 
involved in collaborative housing and why they had gotten involved in the first place. I 
wanted to explore people's motivations for getting involved in something that has not 
yet succeeded in Ireland and something that is proving to be an uphill battle, as well as 
asking about the challenges they or their group has faced since embarking on their 




with individuals that I would likely not meet again (some were living in other counties, 
some were not planning on attending any more events) so I did not try to schedule 
formal sit-down interviews with them. I was conscious of remaining a participant at 
each event as well as a researcher and did not want to disrupt the event or the enjoyment 
of the attendees. At each informal interview I did explicitly state that I was a researcher 
and that anything said would remain anonymous.  
 
Regarding the formal interview, this was my first opportunity to meet someone actively 
living in a cohousing community (in Denmark), so I wanted to explore their 
motivations, their experiences and feed their advice back to Collaborative Housing 
Limerick upon returning to Ireland. I spent a day in the cohousing community and even 
shared in their communal dinner, before which the formal interview took place. Further 
details of the interviews and the results can be found in chapter 6.   
 
3.2.3 Focus Group / Group Brainstorming 
During my work with Collaborative Housing Limerick the group hosted a workshop. 
This researcher and two other members of the group were given the task of ‘leading’ or 
facilitating the workshop, with other members partaking or assisting on the night. From 
an ethnographic viewpoint, focus groups are often used to allow groups of people to 
discuss issues or ideas, and allow those who are hosting the focus group to hear multiple 
perspectives. The benefit of this method of research from an ethnographer’s perspective 
is that the participants are physically, verbally and culturally interacting with one 
another, contributing to the observation aspect of the research. Consensus and direction 
were what the group was aiming to achieve, so a workshop setting was created that 
allowed for this type of interaction, but on a larger scale. One activity in the workshop 
was a group brainstorming session, which we hoped would mirror a focus group but in 
written form. We provided pens and post-it notes for the participants, asking them to 
write their thoughts and stick it to an appropriate titled poster. We encouraged the 
participants to read the post-it notes that other participants had written, and to respond 
to these notes (anonymously) if they wanted to. Further details and results of the 





3.2.4 Online Observations 
Another ethnographic research method I employed over the course of my study was an 
observation of the online resources related to collaborative housing in Ireland and the 
UK, as well as the Facebook pages of a number of active collaborative housing or 
cohousing groups in the UK. At the outset of this study I had planned on either adapting 
or creating a platform to assist with the knowledge sharing activities of collaborative 
housing groups, therefore observing what is currently available and the frequency of 
use, as well as the activities undertaken on each platform would directly feed into the 
technological element of this study. However, as the study progressed it became clear 
that technological interventions were not at the forefront of any of the participants’ 
minds, and that there were other more pressing challenges facing individuals and groups 
nationwide. However, I wanted to maintain the online observational element of this 
study to assess the plausibility for a technological intervention at a later stage. I also 
wanted to observe how other successful cohousing communities in the UK were 
utilising the Facebook platform, the same key platform that CHL are using, to compare 
and contrast the reasons for use and levels of engagement. 
 
Despite the long history between Ireland and the UK, particularly in relation to 
property, “the politics of property led Irish and English land law down distinctive 
ideological paths in the twentieth century” (Walsh and Fox O’Mahony 2019, p.3). 
There are some aspects of British land law that are more favourable for the development 
of collaborative housing initiatives. For example, one of the mechanisms for assisting 
with the development of a collaborative housing community in Ireland is that of a 
Community Land Trust, or CLT. This mechanism puts the land on which a community 
is building into a trust, “held by a single nonprofit corporation. These lands are never 
resold, but are removed permanently from the market, owned and managed on behalf 
of a place-based community, present and future” (Davis 2014, p.5). While this form of 
land ownership is utilised in the UK and USA for example, it is not a recognised form 
of land ownership in Ireland. The UK also has a cohousing network (UK Cohousing 
Network) that supports and offers guidance to new and existing groups. These supports 
are what makes the UK fundamentally different to Ireland with regard to collaborative 
housing. Culturally, Irish and British people could be considered somewhat similar 
(preference for ownership), therefore I wanted to explore what impact, if any, these 




whether UK groups faced the same challenges as Irish groups from a surface level 























4 Collaborative Housing Limerick 
4.1 Introduction 
In this section I present the activities I have been involved with for the last 21 months 
working with Collaborative Housing Limerick, a local collaborative housing action 
group.  I detail how Collaborative Housing Limerick formed, the membership of the 
group, the regular activities of the group, and the larger events hosted by Collaborative 
Housing Limerick. I go on to present the findings from each of these events, including 
a thematic analysis. Finally, I discuss the results in relation to the broader picture of 
collaborative housing in Ireland. 
 
4.2 Collaborative Housing Limerick 
For this study I acted as participant-as-observer with a local collaborative housing 
collective called Collaborative Housing Limerick (CHL). CHL was originally created 
as a page on Facebook in the spring of 2018. The group included individuals who had 
previously been part of a research collective exploring collaborative housing for two 
years prior. Over time, the membership of the group has changed quite drastically, and 
this will be discussed in greater detail further on in this section. Throughout this thesis 
I will refer to the various individuals that contributed to the work of CHL over the 
course of this study as a ‘group’ for ease of description, despite there rarely being any 
continuity in terms of meeting attendance. 
 
My work with CHL lasted 21 months. I began working with the group in June 2018, 
which was the group’s second official meeting, and my planned involvement concluded 
in March 2020. Coincidentally, this aligned with the COVID-19 restrictions being 
instigated, halting the group’s in-person meetings to-date. Upon joining the group, I 
had introduced myself as a researcher and outlined what my involvement would entail 
and what the aims of the study would be. I also ensured to add that all contributions 




words or actions being recorded, they could let me know and it would not be used in 
the study. All participants welcomed me. My supervisor also joined the group, as she 
has an interest in collaborative housing from both a researchers perspective and a 
citizens perspective.  
 
Over the course of my study, there have been approximately twenty individuals directly 
involved with the group, and six of these could be considered ‘core’ members. Core in 
this sense refers to individuals who have been consistently involved and engaged in the 
activities of the group and could be relied upon for organising and attending various 
events. From the establishment of the page on Facebook, it had been stated that the 
goals of the group include conducting research on the topic of collaborative housing, 
identifying stakeholders in the housing domain who could assist with developing a 
collaborative housing arrangement, and bringing together citizens of the region who 
would be interested in pursuing the creation of their own collaborative housing 
development in the Limerick area. These goals will be detailed further in this section. 
In terms of the group ‘identity’, the group members saw themselves as a collaborative 
housing research and action group, as they endeavoured to be involved in any 
collaborative housing developments in the city, in whatever form they may take. This 
issue of group identity was explored in depth throughout my involvement with them 
and will be discussed later in this section 
 
4.2.1 CHL Membership 
I use the term ‘membership’ loosely when referring to CHL as there was no official 
register or sign-up process in order to join meetings. The meetings were publicly 
advertised on an open Facebook page, and the posts referring to meetings actively 
encouraged anybody interested in the topic of collaborative housing to join the meeting. 
This gave members of the public the opportunity to come and meet other individuals 
interested in collaborative housing and assess whether they would like to continue 
meeting and discussing the topic. As the group was in an exploration phase, ‘members’ 






The membership of the group has changed substantially from the first meeting of the 
group. My involvement with the group commenced in June 2018. At this time three 
younger people (early-to-mid-20’s) had been attending meetings but did not continue 
with the group after the summer of 2018. There were six other regular members in these 
early stages. Over time this membership changed, with more couples and older 
individuals joining the meetings regularly. The overview of participants that could be 
considered regular members over the course of this study is presented in Table 1 below. 
 
Table 1: Participants involved in this study 
 
Participant Gender Age Group Profession 
Participant 1 F 41-50 Content Producer 
Participant 2 M 31-40 Creative 
Participant 3 F 51-65 Educator 
Participant 4 M 51-65 IT 
Participant 5 F 51-65 Retired 
Participant 6 F 41-50 Administrator 
Participant 7 M 51-65 Public service 
Participant 8 M 51-65 Creative 
Participant 9 F 51-65 Retired 
Participant 10 F 41-50 IT 
Participant 11 M 51-65 Educator 
Participant 12 F 51-65 Homemaker 
 
4.2.2 CHL Events 
My work with CHL involved both attending and facilitating a number of different 
events. These were an important mechanism to gain insight into the group members’ 
lives, their hopes and aspirations. The events discussed below were the largest 









Over the course of my study, CHL group members met on a monthly basis, except for 
a couple of months when meetings were either postponed or cancelled for various 
reasons (weather, conflicting schedules, etc.). These meetings usually lasted 
approximately one hour, and I took observational notes and recorded the minutes at 
each of the meetings for both research purposes and for keeping track of discussions on 
the group’s behalf. The group meetings were the most involved, and most important 
aspect of the research undertaken for several reasons. Firstly, these meetings were the 
most frequent group activity for CHL. They were where any members that were 
available at the time would meet face-to-face. Each meeting would be announced on 
the public Facebook page, so that all members could access the time and location of the 
following meetings. The meetings were hosted in neutral and easily accessible locations 
(for example a hotel lobby, a local bar, the FabLab in Limerick City) as the group did 
not have a space to call their own. The members had not contributed any money to the 
collaborative housing group during the time of my involvement, so they never rented 
out any corporate or private spaces to have meetings.  
 
Results of Monthly Meetings 
The monthly meetings were the most engaged aspect of my work with CHL. The 
monthly meetings were where some of the biggest decisions were made, and each 
meeting normally lasted at least an hour. I have integrated some of the more general 
findings and discussions from the meetings into a thematic analysis found later in this 
section, however there were some issues raised in meetings that were not suitable for 
inclusion in the thematic analysis, and these are presented here. 
 
Exploring Viable Locations: 
One mechanism for exploring housing options and discussing possible futures was 
Daft.ie, an Irish property website. There were a number of times over the course of my 
study that a CHL member spoke at a monthly meeting about available properties or 
land that they had seen when casually browsing on Daft. There were two options in 
particular that were particularly “promising” and led to a number of in-depth 




the course of four meetings. These two artefacts could be considered ‘boundary 
objects’, which all group members understood to be potential sites for a new 
collaborative housing project. 
 
One of the options discussed was a plot of land in Coonagh, which is located just outside 
of Limerick City, approximately 5-10 minutes’ drive from the City centre. Despite this 
short distance from the city, it also resembles a rural area, therefore it strikes a balance 
between urban and rural making it an ideal location for a new development for this 
group. This plot of land was spacious and had two buildings situated on it, leaving 
plenty of space for further development. One of the buildings on the land, based on the 
photos, appeared to be a barn-like structure which the group members speculated could 
be turned into a workspace or workshop for any artistic or hobby pursuits. While the 
dwelling on the land was a standard family bungalow, there was ample space around it. 
The members of the group voiced ideas that the barn and the current house could be the 
common areas - a workspace and a common house, while the surrounding land could 
host a number of new homes which could be the private living space. This plot of land 
was listed for sale in late-2018, which was when Participant 1 had seen it and showed 
it to the group. While there was no actual discussion about the cost price of the land 
and subsequent development costs, the group seemed enthused by the potential in the 
land, and the proximity to the city. 
 
The second property, an old convent in the City centre was listed for sale in 2019. 
This was found by Participant 4 and shared with the group at the next meeting. The 
convent is a large building that is segregated into a number of individual 
rooms/bedrooms. This led to discussions on how a building like this could be 
renovated to allow for both shared and private space. The individual bedrooms as they 
were would not be enough for the members to feel comfortable, with one saying it 
would be like living in a boarding school if it were to be left as it was. Extensive 
renovation would need to take place to adapt the current layout to a more community 
friendly structure. The listing price for this building was over one million euro, and 
the renovation work would mean an additional (substantial) cost would have to be 




thought it might be worth a little more research to see if it was even possible to do the 
kind of renovations the group would want. If it were a listed building, for example, 
then very little could be done to it, so it wouldn’t be worth pursuing. But as it was, the 
location was ideal and the space available to adapt was too. Participant 3 mentioned a 
presentation at the Housing Ourselves conference from 2018, of a case involving 
three families in Wales that had joined together to buy a “mansion”, and then lived 
together with plenty of space for all families, so adapting this building in a similar 
way was at least anecdotally possible, and therefore worth discussing. 
 
Ultimately these discussions allowed the group to explore their ideas for a new way of 
living in a concrete way. The use of these boundary objects contributed to the visions 
the group had, and how they could build or adapt a given site to reflect their visions and 
desires. The exploration of various sites and property is a worthwhile and important 
discussion topic for any group as it solidifies for each member exactly what is necessary 
for them in a development, and what is not acceptable.  
 
Finances 
One issue that may have had an impact on the progress of the group and the stage they 
reached was the financial commitment needed to get this kind of project underway. 
While there were speculative financial discussions when the aforementioned properties 
were talked about, there was never any action or commitment. 
 
One of the Irish cohousing groups active in Ireland, Common Ground, have presented 
at a number of events I had been to. One thing they have been clear about is that each 
member or family that wants to join their group must commit €1,000 to contribute to 
costs incurred by the group for their regular activities. Immediately there is a level of 
commitment that those merely exploring would be unwilling to assume, which ensures 
that only those whose goals actually align with the group’s ideals and vision will 
commit. This is an important step for cohousing groups nationwide, as commitment is 
key to collaborative housing. Without commitment, projects will not progress, and 







As the membership of the group changed over the course of the study, it is difficult to 
appoint a ‘leader’. While Participants 1, 2, 3 and 4 were consistently present, it appeared 
that nobody wanted to take control, or act as the leader or public face of the group. 
Towards the end of my study, when I was trying to constructively manage my exit, I 
asked if Participants 1 and 2 if they would like to take over as the primary contacts for 
the group. They agreed, but they expressed a level of discomfort or reluctance as they 
would then be taking ownership of the project, when ideally, they would remain as 
participants. In the time since my study ended, Participant 1 has had other commitments 
take over her time, so she has not maintained her role as leader. Participant 2, however, 
has. He has been involved with the various projects that CHL has been invited to and 
remains active in the exploration of collaborative housing. Participants 3 and 4 are also 
still active but have not become group leaders. 
 
The leadership of any group is important, but to become a leader one must be 
committed. The ever-changing membership of CHL meant that nobody wanted to 
commit as they were unsure if it was ever going to go further than talking and exploring. 
In some projects, for example Springhill Cohousing (see Jarvis 2011) there has been a 
leader from the beginning - in the case of Springhill Cohousing, the leader purchased 
the land and then sought contributions of £5,000 per household to be included in the 
project. This path to developing a project is not a wholly unusual route to take. At the 
Housing Ourselves conference 2018 there was a man based in Co. Kildare who was 
hoping to do something similar, as he already owned the land. This route sets the group 
up with a leader immediately, as one person (or working group) can lead the project 
and be the public contact for the group. Essentially, nothing gets done without either a 
person or a sub-group leading the project, and this was one key element that CHL was 







Figure 3: Presenting at the Housing Ourselves conference in 2018 
 
Field Trips 
Over the course of the first 12 months of the study, it was suggested on multiple 
occasions that the group should go on a field trip to a cohousing community as a new 
community looking for inspiration. It was suggested by Participant 1 that LILAC in 
Leeds may be an ideal community to visit, as they host open days every couple of 
months and their work is objectively inspirational. While we did do some research into 
this, it never came to fruition as it would need to be a two- or three-day excursion due 
to flight/ferry times and driving times. Unfortunately, most of the members were unable 
to commit this kind of time due to their own personal and work circumstances, therefore 
nothing was ever booked. Despite this, it continued to be mentioned, particularly in the 
summer months when the weather would be more favourable. Although CHL did not 
plan to undertake any other field trips, my supervisor and I spoke about it and discussed 
the potential for us going if time and schedules allowed it, and we could then return to 
CHL with the lived-experience of the field trip. Fortunately, we were able to arrange 
this with a colleague in Denmark, and arranged to visit in August 2019. This field trip 
will be discussed in section 6.2. 
 
Public Event 
In order to have any success with their endeavour, the group felt that they would need 




idea of organising an event with speakers that either supported, or had experience with, 
collaborative housing. The concept for this meeting changed a number of times. 
Originally the group wanted to host a ‘Pecha Kucha’ evening, in which the invited 
speakers would have a limited time and limited number of slides to present. One of the 
group members at the time was actively working on the Open House Limerick series 
of events which was taking place in October 2018, so it was suggested that the meeting 
be organised in conjunction with this, as there would potentially be an increased number 
of interested people around the city attending this series of events. Unfortunately, there 
was no space in the Open House Limerick programme of events to officially facilitate 
the Collaborative Housing Pecha Kucha evening, so the idea was put on hold for two 
months. The group continued to meet on a monthly basis, and discussed hosting a public 
event, and discussed potential speakers. In November 2018 it was decided that CHL 
would facilitate an event in the new year, in order to recruit participants/speakers we 
felt would be the most beneficial to have presenting. A couple of group members sent 
emails to personal contacts, and public contacts, in order to recruit as many speakers as 
possible. We targeted people we felt would be supportive of the idea for Limerick City, 
and people that were actively trying to pursue collaborative housing models in different 
counties or research various collaborative housing models in other countries.  
 
In January 2019 the CHL hosted a public event entitled "Exploring Alternative Housing 
Solutions: Collaborative Housing" in the meeting space of a local cooperative, The 
Urban Co-Op. The Urban Co-Op is a co-operative grocery store and community hub in 
Limerick. They are a community-operated enterprise and have connections with other 
co-operatives in Limerick and the surrounding areas. They are passionate about 
supporting community endeavours, therefore we thought it would be an ideal venue to 
host an event that encourages discussions centred on community living. The individuals 
in the urban co-op were delighted to support us and were wonderfully helpful when 
organising the event. The purpose of this event was to publicise the work of CHL, to 
gauge public interest in collaborative housing models, to provide a forum for the public 
to ask speakers about their work, and to understand the wants and needs of both the 
individuals in attendance and the speakers when creating a collaborative housing 
arrangement. Nine speakers presented on the night, two from CHL, two from Limerick 




exploring cohousing, one architect who had done extensive research on cohousing in 
other countries, one student who had grown up in a Californian cohousing community, 
a member of Cultivate, the organisation who founded the Cloughjordan Ecovillage 
(discussed briefly in chapter 5), and I. The presentations  touched on various topics 
related to cohousing, and the Q&A session held after each session including 2-3 
speakers demonstrated that the public in attendance was engaged and interested.  
 
The event had been advertised on both the CHL Facebook page and Eventbrite, and 
there were approximately 25 individuals in attendance, which demonstrated that there 
was an audience and appetite for the exploration of alternative housing models in the 
locality. Many left their contact details with CHL through signup forms. Overall, the 
CHL members in attendance considered the evening a success. It was particularly 
encouraging that members from the local council were speaking about the potential for 
collaborative housing in Limerick, and that there was an architect and developer, both 
from Dublin, who were actively exploring models of collaborative housing.  At the end 
of the evening in the closing remarks, CHL members expressed that they would like to 
maintain momentum, and announced the next public event, a workshop, for February. 
Presentations from the public meeting were recorded and edited and are available on 
the Collaborative Housing Limerick YouTube channel4. 
 
Vision Workshop 
In February 2019 CHL hosted a workshop entitled “Developing Our Collaborative 
Housing Vision”, which was once again hosted at The Urban Co-Op. The overall aim 
of this workshop was to help the group to produce a ‘Vision Document’ that could be 
given to a range of individuals and organisations, potentially seeking assistance and 
support with the collaborative housing endeavour. I and two other CHL members 
collaborated on our ideas for the workshop and discussed what the ideal outcomes from 
the event would be. This informed our choice of materials and the activities that we 
would undertake.  
 






Materials and Activities: 
When collaborating on workshop ideas, members of CHL thought that producing 
materials to spark discussions on specific topics would lead to a more fruitful, focussed 
workshop that could probe into specific areas of interest or concern. We decided to split 
the workshop into four different phases. In Phase 1 we would outline some of the 
problems that groups in cohousing projects face. In Phase 2 we would elicit what broad 
ideas those participating had about cohousing and their ideal community. In Phase 3 we 
would present who we were and what we were hoping to achieve. Finally, Phase 4 
would get the participants thinking about what exactly they want, and what they could 
contribute to their community.  
 
The materials were created by the researcher, Participant 5 and Participant 3. One 
Shared House is a playful research project by Space10, a research branch of IKEA. 
With co-living becoming increasingly visible worldwide, Space10 built on the premise 
that in 2030 there will be over 1 billion extra people on the planet, and we will probably 
have to share more services, amenities and space. They have devised a survey that is 
open worldwide to have people think about what level(s) of sharing they would be 
comfortable with. Upon finding this survey, we realised that many of the questions they 
ask are applicable to collaborative housing arrangements. Therefore, we decided to use 
this as inspiration for our own survey. Participant 5 developed the survey inspired by 
One Shared House 20305, which I then expanded. The final survey can be found in 
Appendix 1. This survey was used in Phase 1 of the workshop. We began by asking the 
participants in attendance to fill out the survey which covered various aspects of 
collaborative housing, such as desired location, demographics of the community and 
shared resources. We thought this would give the participants the opportunity to 
understand the topics we hoped to touch on over the course of the evening. I collected 







Figure 4: Phase 1 of the workshop: the survey 
 
The materials for Phase 2 included a series of titled posters, including topics like 
‘transport’, ‘my neighbours’, ‘funding and finance models’, and ‘meetings and 
gatherings’. These posters reflected some of the issues raised in the survey. We also 
provided pens and post-it notes for this phase of the workshop, and we encouraged 
participants to write anything they thought of when they saw the titles and stick their 
thoughts to the appropriate poster.  We also told them to read what others had written 
and respond if they wished. There was no limit to how many post-it notes any 
participant could stick on any poster. We asked the participants to sit back down 
whenever they felt they had exhausted their ideas and opinions, so we spent 
approximately half an hour on this activity. Additional images of the completed posters 
can be found in Appendix 3. 
 






Figure 6: One of the posters following Phase 2 of the workshop 
For Phase 3, we prepared three presentations which would be given during the evening; 
Participant 5 and Participant 1 prepared one about CHL and the aim of the workshop, I 
created one about collaborative housing communities worldwide, and Participant 4 
prepared one about the costs related to the development of housing in Ireland. We hoped 
that these presentations would show what we could do and what our community could 
achieve if we were successful in our collaborative housing endeavour, while also 
grounding the group in the work done to date, and potential financial and developmental 





Figure 7: A presentation by a member of CHL 
 
Finally, we prepared ‘question cards’ for Phase 4. The question cards were categorised 
into ‘haves’ and ‘needs’. The ‘have’ cards asked participants what they currently had 
that they could contribute to their communities (finances, skills, etc.). The ‘need’ cards 
referred to what they would need in their community to be happy. These cards can be 
found in Appendix 2. We hoped that these cards would bring more realistic responses 
from the participants, as opposed to the idealism that we had encouraged in Phase 2. I 
gave out a set of ten cards to each participant, five yellow to represent their ‘needs’ and 
five blue to represent their ‘haves’. The participants were then asked to fill out these 
yellow and blue question cards anonymously, lay them face down in the middle of their 
tables, and when everybody was finished the group would shuffle their collective cards 
and read out the variety of answers. These questions and answers were used to spark 
discussion between groups, and some came to a consensus on topics like shared meals.  
 
 




Additionally, we brought along a selection of coloured markers, paper, and Lego. These 
distributed across the four tables for the workshop and the participants could use it if 
they wished to build or draw a model of their ideal cohousing arrangement, or any other 
ideas that came to mind. 
 
Outcomes: 
The aim of this workshop was to contribute to producing a ‘Vision Document’, or 
charter, and gain an understanding of the group’s wants, needs, likes and dislikes, 
giving a more strategic and focused approach to monthly meetings. The participants’ 
response to the workshop was largely positive. All four tables appeared to have flowing 
discussions on the suggested topics as well as a variety of related topics like housing 
affordability in Limerick. The results of the workshop are integrated into a thematic 
analysis, found later in this section of this thesis. Preliminary findings were discussed 
with the group in the March monthly meeting. Those in attendance at the March 
meeting reacted positively to the findings, as most seemed to agree on the most 
important or substantial findings. 
 
One issue raised by a workshop participant was that we did not get a chance as a large 
group to discuss what was written on the posters after the group brainstorming activity. 
I observed that most of the participants included at least 2-3 post-it notes on each poster. 
Participants’ opinions on each topic varied, and some people revisited posters multiple 
times to see what opinions other people had. I observed that some of the ideas of others 
often sparked thoughts and discussions around the posters. Each participant got to see 
others’ responses as they were writing, but we did not have an opportunity to discuss 
them once the task was over, due to time constraints. Ideally, we would have discussed 
the outcomes of this session with the group, but we were able to discuss the outcomes 
at the following months’ meetings, which was advertised and open to the public. 
 
Overall, it was clear that the group was very socially and environmentally conscious. 
This was not an unexpected finding, as these concerns had been discussed at length in 
the monthly meetings throughout the study. I presented these findings, as well as a brief 




meeting in both oral format, and in an informal document. That meeting also had the 
highest attendance, with ten present including the researcher. While the group agreed 
at the time that these findings would form the basis of a new vision document or charter, 
they were not referred to again for a number of months.  
 
Vision Document 
The premise for the workshop was compiling a document describing a ‘vision’ for what 
the group wanted to pursue, so that the individuals involved could decide whether this 
explicitly-stated ‘vision’ aligned with their own goals and ideals. This vision document 
could then serve as a charter, which people would subscribe to and work together to 
fulfil this shared vision. I collected and analysed the materials from the workshop with 
the aim of assessing if there were any points of contention or fundamental 
disagreements, as well as the principles, practices and ideals that were most prominent. 
The vision document will be discussed in detail later in this section. 
 
4.2.3 Additional results from work with CHL 
In this section I will outline the findings from my 21 month ethnographic study with 
CHL. First, I will outline the goals of CHL. These goals had been agreed upon by 
members over the course of the meetings in 2018, and were presented at the public 
event in January 2019. I will then present a thematic analysis which has been developed 
based on the outcomes from the February 2019 workshop, and my own research notes 
from monthly meetings.  
 
CHL Goals 
Two CHL group members presented at the public event in January 2019, at which time 
they outlined the five main issues that the group hopes to address with a collaborative 
housing development. These issues are: 
1. Housing crisis and housing affordability 
2. Sustainability 
3. Climate change 
4. Urbanisation 




As explored in chapter 2, the housing crisis that Ireland faces is having a substantial 
impact on tens of thousands of people. The group proposes that collaborative housing 
may be a suitable alternative housing solution for some communities in Ireland if the 
appropriate supports were in place to allow for this collective model of housing 
development. Moreover, housing is not ‘affordable’ in Ireland, i.e. housing costs should 
be less than or equal to 33% of household net income (O’Cualann Cohousing Alliance 
2019) therefore the group are also advocating for the implementation of various 
affordable housing models, for example the ‘O’Cualann Model’, which would bring the 
final cost price of a housing unit down. The O’Cualann Model is a model of housing, 
with both social and affordable housing available. It was developed by O’Cualann 
Cohousing Alliance in which owner-occupiers pay no more than 33% of their net 
household income on their housing costs. The CEO of O’Cualann, Hugh Brennan, 
presented at CHL’s January event and discussed this model in detail. His presentation 
can be found at the footnote link6. CHL also firmly believes in creating a mixed-tenancy 
development, in which housing units would be inhabited by a mix of owners, renters, 
and social housing tenants. Up to 2015, developers were responsible for allocating 10% 
of new builds as social housing in any developments of more than 4 units, but many 
developers were grouping these required social housing units in a separate area from 
the main build, so while the requirement was being met, there was no mixed-tenancy 
in large housing developments.  
 
Sustainability and halting climate change were the two main issues that all group 
members are passionate about. One of the driving forces behind the idea of 
collaborative housing is that living collectively can reduce waste, and reduce the 
emissions of a community, and overall contribute to sustainability efforts of a 
community. For example, instead of each household owning and running a washing 
machine and dryer on a daily basis, a communal laundry would do the same work and 
cut the use of electricity in the community to a fraction of what it would have been if 
all residents used individual appliances. CHL have also discussed the use of sustainable 
building materials if they were to progress to the building stage of a collaborative 
 




housing development, as well as the inclusion of communal gardens for growing their 
own food. 
 
Urbanisation and the challenges associated with it (for example rising living costs, 
increased pollution, inadequate housing) are also considerations for CHL. Most of the 
members would like to live in the city centre, or at least within walking distance of the 
city, but realise that this is easier said than done. Costs of land in all areas of Ireland, 
but particularly city centres, are extortionately high, therefore make it more difficult to 
build new accommodation in the city. CHL have actively discussed the idea of 
renovating existing buildings, retrofitting them to suit their ideas and needs, and 
bringing life back into the city centre. Recent studies by Limerick City has shown that 
less than 30% of the Georgian houses are occupied to their full capacity. While these 
buildings can be problematic to retrofit, they are prime locations in the city. CHL 
members have had informal discussions with Limerick City and County Council 
members to explore whether renovating these buildings and creating a collaborative 
housing unit would be possible, expressing their interest on behalf of the group if a unit 
was to ever become available. 
 
Social isolation was an issue discussed at length by the group, particularly by the people 
aged 50+. There was a concern that in growing older, people are likely to become more 
isolated, particularly those in rural areas. In collaborative housing arrangements, the 
units are collectively managed, principles of sociocracy (i.e. consensus decision making 
as opposed to ‘majority rules’) are often practiced, and a sense of community is created 
from the outset. This means that any resident in a collaborative housing arrangement 
will always have a place in their community, and there will always be a community 
around a person as they age. The members of CHL want their community to be multi-
generational. This means that regardless of age or family status, a person would be 
welcome in the community. The group has heard anecdotally from other cohousing 
groups in the UK that if communities do not incorporate this multi-generational (and 
multi-tenancy) aspect and approach to forming a community, it can be difficult to 
change this in the years that follow. For example, in communities that now 




to the community to revitalise what was once a multigenerational community. 
Similarly, for communities with only home-ownership options available, it is possible 
for them to become ‘exclusive’ (or at least appear to be exclusive) and behave as a 
gated-community more than a cohousing community. 
 
While the above issues are explicitly stated by CHL as elements to consider and 
overcome in any collaborative housing arrangement they are involved in, there have 
been many more discussions over the course of my study that allude to other societal 
issues that the group hopes to combat with a collaborative housing development. These 
issues and goals will be discussed further in relation to the vision document later in this 
section. 
 
In order to collate the information from the workshop and compare these findings with 
the meetings of the group, I performed a thematic analysis in August 2019 while the 
group were taking an unofficial summer break. I wanted to compare the more general 
group meetings with core members and regular members with the findings from the 
workshop which was open to the public. Subsequently, I have built on this thematic 
analysis to include the findings from the meetings hosted by CHL from September 2019 
to March 2020 in which the group finalised the vision document. 
 
Thematic Analysis  
In order to collate the information from the workshop and compare these findings with 
the meetings of the group, I performed a thematic analysis in August 2019 while the 
group were taking an unofficial summer break. I wanted to compare the more general 
group meetings with core members and regular members with the findings from the 
workshop which was open to the public. The primary findings from this thematic 
analysis were presented at the ‘EthnoCol – Ethnographies of the Collaborative 
Economy’ conference in Edinburgh in October 2019 (O’Shea, Avram and O’Murchú 
2019). Subsequently, I have built on this to include the meetings hosted by CHL from 





The group meetings did not explicitly focus on this vision or community identity, but 
often alluded to the topic. There was rarely a structure to the monthly meetings. The 
attendance varied, but on average there were 5-6 individuals present, with 10 being the 
maximum meeting attendance in March 2019. The topics discussed in each of the 
meetings were rarely agreed upon in advance, so there was often a ‘flavour-of-the-
month’ aspect to each meeting. What the group spoke about was largely based on any 
collaborative housing news or interesting events that had taken place since the last 
meeting. Often, there were discussions about recently published news articles related 
to new housing developments in the Limerick area and what these new developments 
could mean for the group. These articles were shared in the Collaborative Housing 
Limerick Facebook page, which will be discussed in chapter 7. These new 
developments would often dictate the path of the discussion for each meeting, as the 
group was eager to make tangible progress and assess the feasibility of including a 
collaborative housing development in a new development or renovation.  
 
Discussions in CHL meetings had also hinted that members would like to have some 
consensus as to how to move forward. A workshop would allow people to discuss their 
wants and needs, and ultimately share their thoughts with us in the hope that we could 
find some agreement. The overall aim of the workshop was an attempt to achieve a 
shared vision and identity for the CHL community, including those who had not been 
active members in previous meetings or events.  
 
I wanted to collate the information I had gathered at the workshop and the 
research/meeting notes I had taken to compare and contrast the views expressed by two 
distinct groups - one more focussed and essentially the ‘core’ group, and one with more 
peripheral members - and assess whether they were aligned. The following three main 
themes resulted from the thematic analysis: (1) Vision and Principles, (2) Ownership 
Model, Finances and Legal Framework, and (3) Living Together in Practice. I will 







Theme 1: Vision & Principles  
The principles the community wish to live by, and the shared vision they have are 
arguably the most pervasive themes across both the monthly meeting discussions and 
the workshop. While the principles of the community were explicitly asked about in 
the various workshop materials, the discussions surrounding visions of the community 
and their principles were organic in the monthly meetings. This is an environmentally 
conscious group with a desire to live more sustainably. There is also a socially 
conscious thread in this group, both in terms of how they want to live, but also how 
they wish to be identified and related to. As previously mentioned, in Ireland property 
is thought of as an integral part of success and identity, with home ownership being 
the ‘ultimate goal’ for any individual or family unit. The members of the group are 
conscious of this cultural attitude towards property, and have discussed extensively in 
the monthly meetings the difficulty this poses for collaborative housing, and more 
specifically the model of cohousing in which residents share ownership of various 
facilities.  
 
An important issue for the participants was alignment with sustainable development 
values. This issue was displayed across all aspects of the workshop. “Renewable 
energy” was mentioned as a ‘Wish’ item on 17/20 of the Resources & Wishes cards. 
A resounding ‘environmentally friendly’ outlook came out of the brainstorming 
session under the Principles and Practices theme, with post-its listing 
“Environmentally friendly” “eco-friendly”, “passivhaus”, “zero energy usage” and 
“green energy” as important values. This environmental focus has also been 
mentioned numerous times in monthly meetings:  
 
“must be a sustainable, eco-friendly, green model”  
 
“We need to think of exactly what we want in terms of things like the 
structure, electricity supply, waste disposal, if we want to collect rain-water, 
if it should be modular in nature to cater for different stages of life, things 





Ultimately, it was clear that both core and peripheral members of CHL were 
thoroughly environmentally conscious and sustainability-focussed. This is not an 
unexpected finding, as the principles of sustainability and the principles of 
collaborative housing overlap in many ways, and those whose personal position or 
mentality aligns with the former appear to be more open to the latter. 
 
During the discussions in the monthly meetings, participants were adamant about the 
need of having a clear shared vision, as it seemed that they did not want to continue in 
a pursuit that was not aligned with their own values:  
 
“It has to be clear what we are signing up for.”  
 
“We need to do an exercise to find out what exactly it is that the group 
wants, because I think everyone has a different idea in their heads about 
what this is.” 
 
 “The group vision needs to solidify so that people know what they’re signing 
up for and can walk away if that’s not for them.”  
 
The shared vision was also considered as an important coordination mechanism for 
recruiting like-minded members, as well as contacting the local authorities:  
 
“The purpose of the vision document is so we can start lobbying.”  
 
It was this drive to create a shared vision that inspired the theme of the workshop. 
While this workshop was open to the public and featured a number of individuals that 
had never been to any prior CHL meetings, the participants in attendance were also 
eager to define a set of shared values that everybody would abide by. This pursuit of a 
shared vision contributes to a community identity, and also considers social values. 
When asked “what would you consider a deal breaker in forming or joining a 
community?” in the survey, participants gave replies such as: “Ethos is crucial… 
fairness, respect, inclusion, conflict resolution, etc.” “...that people honour/sign up to 
agreed shared values and rules”. It was clear when comparing notes from meetings 




community with like-minded individuals, at least in relation to values. The survey 
from the workshop explicitly asked each participant whether they would like the 
people in their community to be totally similar, totally dissimilar, or somewhere in 
between, with most saying somewhere in between, and that “variety is the spice of 
life!”. This indicates that while they want a mix of people in their community, they 
would prefer that their values are aligned. 
 
The issue of the Irish cultural attitude or fixed mindset in relation to property was a 
concern, and how the lack of awareness and understanding of what CHL wants could 
hinder any development. The participants were generally concerned about how the 
group is perceived by the general public and by the institutions whose support is 
needed in order to be successful.  Many discussions revolved around self-presentation 
and gaining support from both local authorities and the general public:  
 
 “The question is how do we phrase the problem, there’s a cultural blindness 
there...”  
 
I felt this was a particularly telling quote, in which one of the participants verbalised 
the fact that there are more hurdles to overcome than the current “red tape” the group 
have been encountering when reaching out to other organisations or institutions for 
assistance. There is also the problem of the public, or the future neighbours of the 
collaborative housing community who could lodge “objections” to any planning 
applications, based on misconceptions or misunderstandings of the collaborative 
housing idea. Other participants have also expressed concern over the public image of 
collaborative housing, or cohousing:  
 
“‘Co-living’ ‘cult’ ‘kibbutz’ ‘tenement’ are all terms giving negative press 
to the idea of cohousing.”  
 
“In Spain, they’re building on a culture of apartment living...they’re 
anarchists; I don’t see myself out with placards.”  
 
“The biggest challenges we’re facing is finding group members, finding 





Ultimately, the lack of successful or exemplar projects in Ireland is leading to the 
group feeling that there is extra PR work to be done if they are to succeed:  
 
“We don’t have a precedent in Ireland.” 
 
Theme 2: Ownership Model, Finances and Legal Framework  
The lack of a shared definition for collaborative housing and the plethora of associated 
terms created confusion and raised discussions in monthly meetings on the actual 
ownership model. Co-living (a developer-driven alternative to cohousing with 
individuals renting small private units and sharing common spaces and services under 
the same roof) was initially considered by younger participants as a desired alternative 
model of living. It is often referred to in media coverage as a model for ‘digital nomads’ 
as co-living developments also often host co-working spaces in the common areas, and 
is normally a place for short-term stays (weeks-to-months, as opposed to ‘for life’). Co-
operative housing, in which the residents would be considered tenants and shareholders 
of the housing co-operative as opposed to homeowners, was regarded with suspicion or 
apprehension by some as there is still an element of “tenancy” in a co-operative, 
whereas a collaborative housing solution in which people own their own 
houses/apartments, while co-owning common spaces appeared to be favoured, as it was 
“more in line with the Irish view”, again referring to the Irish cultural aspect of home 
ownership. Phase 2 of the workshop - in which participants wrote their thoughts on post 
it notes and added them to an appropriate poster - produced a mix of opinions ranging 
from ownership to long-term rental. The economic collapse of 2007/2008 had a 
devastating effect on Ireland and led to many losing their homes. It was never explicitly 
stated by any participants whether they were directly impacted by the collapse of the 
housing market, but the issue of ‘security of tenure’ was repeatedly raised in the 
brainstorming session with post-its listing “security for long term living”, “lifetime 
tenure” and “mixed - ownership and long term rental” being the most mentioned 
models of living. However, herein lies another conflict with the Irish culture and focus 
on ownership. While security of tenure means that a person can stay in their own home 
for their own lifetime, it does not expressly imply that this security can be “passed 




with a dependent, who expressed that part of the appeal of home ownership is the fact 
that a person would have tangible assets to pass to a child or children, which may ease 
the burden of sourcing a home in the child’s/children’s future. The majority of CHL 
core members and the participants from the workshop are either single or in a 
partnership, and either have adult children or no dependent children, which may have 
influenced this specific discussion. When moving forward with a collaborative housing 
arrangement, this issue of security of tenure would need to be discussed in more depth 
to address the concerns of the residents like Participant 1 who wished their children to 
be able inherit their property.  
 
The lack of supportive legislation has been a consistent topic of discussion over the 
course of my involvement with CHL. The fact that another group succeeded in creating 
an eco-village in Cloughjordan in 2005 was considered inspirational and proof that 
“you can actually navigate through the red tape”. The participants discussed possible 
avenues to request changes in legislation, which currently includes “no social 
perspective” or support for any form of community-led housing. Persistence and 
persuasion were considered essential for progressing their endeavour:  
 
“Change will only happen if you keep banging on the door.”  
 
“The higher-ups can be in favour but they need convincing that we can do the 
groundwork.”  
 
Framing the development as a demonstration research project was seen as a possible 
way to facilitate funding, “because we could include pertinent energy, consumption 
and work issues”. Government grants and subsidies were also mentioned, as well as 
“own finances”. Currently, there are no banks open to lending to community groups or 
co-operatives. No ‘ethical banks’ are currently operating in Ireland. Credit unions are 
prevented by legislation from providing mortgages, and very few social 
innovation/community financing organisations in Ireland are open to discuss such 
projects. The sourcing of financial resources was permanently discussed as one of the 
main barriers to collaborative housing. Group discussions in monthly meetings suggest 




a legal entity, as many of the other groups nationally have. During the workshop, when 
trying to anonymously elicit information regarding the financial resources the 
participants were relying on (for example current home ownership/borrowing 
capacity/eligibility for social housing), most responded with “don’t know”. I feel this 
is significant, however I am unsure if this is an indicator of lack of commitment, or if 
the group were just uncomfortable talking/writing about personal finances in the 
workshop setting. This is an issue that was never discussed openly at monthly meetings. 
 
Theme 3: Living Together in Practice  
The realities of living as a community were discussed in the workshop extensively as 
the survey and posters actively referred to issues such as sociability, sharing practices 
and spaces, and the potential for conflict. This was also spoken about in monthly 
meetings, but to a lesser extent. When asked about traits they would like to see in the 
future collaborative housing community, one survey participant mentioned that they 
were “willing to resolve issues, committed to getting involved”, and another looked for 
a way of “devising and implementing procedures when things go wrong”. The issue of 
conflict with neighbours appeared as a theme throughout the survey in particular, which 
participants filled out individually and anonymously. It is possible that the issue of 
conflict was less likely to be discussed in groups, and more likely to be expressed as an 
individual concern. When asked about their least favourite aspects that could occur in 
collaborative housing arrangements in the survey, participants mentioned:  
 
“not being able to make certain decisions.”  
 
“forced engagement/committees.”  
 
“legal disputes, neighbours falling out.”  
 






Traits potential residents feared the most were: “domineering” (3x), “anti-social” (2x), 
and from the post-its, most participants appeared to worry about “conflict”, “tensions”, 
“arguments”, “disagreements”. “Lack of privacy” was also mentioned by some.  
 
When discussing what spaces should be private vs. what spaces should be shared, the 
results show that privacy and a complete living space were important to the members 
of the group. The participants said:  
 
“private space is an absolute must”  
 
“full amenities as currently understood in private space” 
 
“complete living area - bathroom, kitchen, bedroom, living room” 
 
When asked about the common spaces they would like to have, participants mentioned 
“kitchen, common room/common house, workspace, and garden/outdoor area”. 
Although many collaborative housing groups have regular shared meals, from the 
workshop it emerged that the participants only wanted occasional common meals. 
“Children’s play area, meeting space, exercising space, occasional communal dining” 
were also mentioned in the survey, as well as “Shared green spaces, garden and 
vegetable plots, orchards”. During the workshop ‘Outdoor’ shared spaces received a 
lot of attention, and were the most responded-to Wish cards, with 18 out of 20 
participants wanting a community garden, and 15 out of 20 wanting shared greenhouses 
and sheds. Similarly, when asked about activities the participants would like to do with 
their community, activities included “gardening” and “growing food together”. It is 
clear that the outdoor spaces and activities, combined with ample private living space 
were the most desired aspects of living in a collaborative housing community.  
 
When asked about the desired types of gatherings and their frequency, the answers were 
varied; in the survey, participants were vocal about the desired community spirit, the 
sociability of a collaborative housing arrangement, and their overall desire for social 




dislike of forced social interactions. This was an interesting distinction; participants 
appeared to see voluntary, neighbourly social interaction as a desired outcome of 
collaborative housing arrangements but felt that structured gatherings should only 
happen periodically; “eat together sometimes, work together for the good of the 
community.” When asked about the perceived benefits of co-housing, the participants 
voiced visions such as:  
 
“supporting each other, feeling of belonging” 
 
“having that sense of community, a shared vision” 
 
Development of the Charter 
In late-2019 the group reconvened following the summer break, at which time there 
were a number of new housing projects being explored and promoted by the local 
media. Members of CHL agreed to start research on these new projects to assess 
whether they would be viable projects for collaborative housing units, and if so to 
submit a letter of interest to the developers. One project in particular - the Colbert 
Project - seemed to be the most promising, and CHL decided to develop a charter in 
response to the call for public consultation. While the idea of the charter had been 
approached at a number of monthly meetings, this active and promising project was the 





Figure 9: The Colbert Project7 
 
The group membership had changed in the time between the visioning workshop and 
the announcement of the project, and the core membership had been reduced by at least 
one member, Participant 5, who was living outside Limerick and could no longer 
commit to the work of the group due to personal circumstances. However, the members 
still attending the meetings remained in agreement of the principles and ideals from the 
workshop findings. 
 
As none of the group had any prior experience in drafting or writing a charter document, 
the members undertook some research with the aim of finding appropriate, publicly 
accessible similar documents that could serve as inspiration. A number of examples 
were examined, and eventually a charter from a Belgian cohousing community, 
Pachthof van Hertoginnedal based in Tervuren8, was selected as inspiration, as it 
appeared to align quite well with CHLs own objectives. Keeping the general structure, 
 
7 https://www.limerickpost.ie/2020/01/17/colbert-station-project-to-deliver-vibrant-urban-community/  




we altered the content based on the workshop findings. The draft charter was then 
shared with the members of the group for discussion and was edited by members to 
ensure that it reflected the desires of the current group.  
 
A number of issues and goals identified by members of CHL were incorporated into 
the charter, including a strong preference for renewable energy and eco-friendliness 
within the community. These were factors that all participants agreed on at multiple 
points throughout this study, and it was deemed a necessary inclusion in the charter. 
Similarly, the members of this community have consistently shown a keen interest in 
the outdoors and wanted to make note of this in the charter, so included a statement 
about the desire for open areas, communal gardens, sheds and greenhouses. Members 
also wanted to ensure that the community would be able to live together peacefully, so 
included a clause that stated ‘conflict resolution mechanisms should be agreed upon 
and implemented before the community begins living together’. Moreover it is included 
in the charter that any potential residents must sign up to, and adhere to, the principles 
and guidelines outlined in the charter, so any future members of CHL would have to 
review and agree to the charter before being considered a member. In terms of issues 
raised by the members in both meetings and the workshop, the provision for balance 
between communal and private space, as well as full privacy when desired, was 
incorporated into the charter. On top of this, the charter speaks to a sociocratic means 
of decision making (though does not explicitly state sociocracy as the governing 
mechanism) in which consensus is sought, and voting will only be considered if the 
group reaches an impasse on any decision. This sociocratic principle was displayed in 
the writing of the charter; only clauses which were agreed upon by all were included, 
and those which were in any way contentious were not. Appendix 4 is the final version 
of the charter, which was completed in January 2020.  
 
Use of the Charter 
The charter was envisioned to be used as both a recruitment tool, and a ‘lobbying’ tool. 
As previously mentioned, in late 2019/early 2020 it was announced that there would be 
a new development in the Colbert Station area of Limerick, and that the land there 




developed in consultation with the public. The group saw this as a great opportunity to 
introduce CHL, the aims and desires of the group, and the group’s charter. The LDA 
had posted a link on their website searching for the public’s opinions on what would 
benefit the Limerick area, specifically the area included in the Colbert Project. While 
this call was open to all members of the public, CHL felt that creating one submission 
as a cohousing action group actively looking for an opportunity in the area would show 
that there was a desire for collaborative housing from more than just a few individuals.  
 
A letter was drafted in conjunction with the charter so that CHL could send it to 
developers including the LDA as a means of introducing the group. The purpose of this 
letter was to outline the goals and hopes of the group for collaborative housing solutions 
in Limerick, and in Ireland, and to provoke a discussion around ‘alternative’ models of 
living. This letter, when sent via email, also included links to the talks from the January 


















5 Collaborative Housing in Ireland 
5.1 Irish Collaborative Housing Groups 
While collaborative housing models have not found much success in Ireland as of yet, 
there are a number of groups exploring the topic and trying to forge a path to developing 
a collaborative housing initiative. SOA are actively researching cohousing in an Irish 
context and have been facilitating networking between members of the collaborative 
housing community of Ireland. They have also embarked on a year-long project in 2020 
which aims to create a ‘roadmap’ to cohousing in Ireland. Members of individual 
cohousing groups in Ireland have met through some of SOA’s events, namely the 
Cohousing Cafés, and the Cohousing Here! conference. In this sense, SOA has played 
a vital role in knowledge sharing amongst groups. One thing that had been agreed upon 
based on my experience from this study is that no group wants to be “reinventing the 
wheel”, i.e. re-doing the work of any other group, so having a shared source of 
information would be a huge benefit to any group, whether they are just starting out or 
are already a couple of years into their own projects. In this section I will briefly outline 
the other collaborative housing groups active in Ireland that I have encountered through 
my study. A detailed description of these active collaborative housing groups in Ireland 
can be found in Appendix 6. The detailed information on these groups comes from both 
my fieldwork and research notes, and from each group’s involvement with SOA’s Road 
mapping project which commenced in early-2020. 
 
Common Ground Cohousing, Wicklow: 
A cohousing group that formed in 2016. Their project has been inspired by LILAC 
(Low Impact Living Affordable Community) Cohousing in Leeds, UK. They intend to 
build using eco-build practices while employing the Mutual Home Ownership model 







Cloughjordan Cohousing, Tipperary: 
Cloughjordan Cohousing, an organisation within the Cloughjordan Ecovillage, consists 
of a small core group of individuals with lots of community, green building and co-
operative experience, and they are currently exploring different models of cohousing 
and green building. 
 
Líonra Co-Housing, Kilkenny: 
They have been involved in various projects, and through the Nimble Spaces project, 
they have worked in partnership with Camphill Community Callan (a charity 
supporting those with intellectual and physical disabilities with a long history of 
intentional community building) to develop two Inclusive Neighbourhoods 
 
Hope and Homes, Galway: 
The Hope and Homes group emerged from a Galway City Partnership pilot project on 
home maintenance, based on a 'shoulder to shoulder' approach. They believe that 
‘building houses is one thing, but communities create homes’.  
 
Cork City Cohousing Initiative, Cork: 
Over the course of my study one of the groups I had interacted with most was Cork 
City Cohousing Initiative. Unfortunately, as the months went on their membership 
decreased from seven individuals to two. Their main priority in any cohousing build is 
security of tenure. Ideally, they would like to obtain a property to renovate 
 
ARTHOUSE Co-Op, Dublin: 
ARTHOUSE Co-Op are a group of artists and community workers hoping to live in or 
near Dublin City. Ideally, they would like to either build or refurbish a building that 
can serve as both a home for themselves, and as a studio space for their artworks. They 






5.2 Limerick Spring: Housing Workshop 
In January 2020, our group received correspondence on the Facebook page from a 
member of the Limerick Spring committee asking if CHL would be available to attend 
or present at an event the following month. Limerick Spring is an annual festival of 
‘politics and ideas’ and tends to draw a socially conscious, politically active crowd. As 
part of the 2020 festival, a workshop was being organised on the topic of housing. I was 
asked on behalf of CHL to either facilitate a table or create a poster on housing 
alternatives. I was available on the chosen date, so in collaboration with my supervisor 
I created some materials that we could use to facilitate a discussion on collaborative 
housing. 
  
On 28th February 2020 the workshop, entitled ‘Have you no Homes to go to?’, took 
place. There were four tables, each exploring a different theme, including ‘Housing 
Alternatives’ which I moderated on behalf of CHL. I had printed some leaflets 
explaining who CHL were and how CHL could be contacted, as it seemed that many 
of the individuals present would be ideal candidates for membership or collaboration. 
The themes of the other three tables were ‘Economics of Housing’, ‘Demographics’, 
and ‘Housing as a Human Right’. As I was moderating the ‘Housing Alternatives’ table, 
I did not hear any discussions from the other tables, but I took notes on the discussions 
at my table.  
 
Participants were provided with pens and post-it notes, but few used them, therefore I 
maintained a bullet-pointed version of the discussions in my own research notebook. 
This section will present results of the workshop based on my notes, and the 
















The first table discussion involved 9 participants including myself. To introduce the 
topic of ‘alternative models of housing’, I gave a brief explanation of collaborative 
housing as an example of what an ‘alternative’ could look like. Some participants had 
heard of models such as cohousing and agreed that there was no exemplar project or 
any evidence of success for such a model in Ireland, but that other cities and other 
countries were engaging with the idea of collaborative housing which could serve as 
inspiration for Ireland. The group spoke about different models they had heard of, 
including the ‘Vienna Model’, in which the municipalities are required to provide a 
certain percentage of social housing in any housing developments, including 
collaborative housing, as a means of combating ‘social stratification’. When 
collaborating with limited-profit developers on new developments, the city council 
assesses the new developments based on criteria that includes social sustainability and 
environmental performance, meaning that the social housing stock of Vienna is of high 
quality. Other models were mentioned, including the ‘Danish Model’, as well as other 
build-types including modular homes and tiny homes. 
 
I briefly spoke about the field trips I had been on, and how the collective lifestyle 
appeared to me as a positive way of living with the added bonus of an intentional 
support network. This sparked discussion on the idea of ‘community’, and, as one of 
the post-it notes above denotes, ‘community is not a given’, that community must be 
developed by resident interaction. The concept of community came up in other table 
discussions, most notably the final table discussion which consisted of three 
participants including myself. One of the participants raised the idea of a ‘community 
of care’ (also mentioned in the post-it notes pictured in Figure 11) and how important 
such a concept would be for older people, particularly those without children. They said 
that as they age they would like to feel supported by their community in their daily life 
and daily activities with the occasional helping hand when necessary, as opposed to 
being forced into a residential care facility for the helping hand. In the second table 
discussion, which consisted of seven participants including myself, we spoke about the 
co-living model of housing, which purports to build communities, but there was intense 




developments are generally run by companies as opposed to people. This led to the 
post-it note regarding ‘building communities, NOT organisations’.  
 
The various discussions I was involved in spoke about why there was a need for 
alternative models of living, including the current housing crisis and the seemingly 
ineffective actions the government was taking. One point made by a participant, and 
agreed upon by others, was that while there should be a search for alternative models, 
they shouldn’t look any different to regular homes, or operate in ways that are 
drastically in contention with ‘normal’ life.  
 
One of the most pertinent topics mentioned in one of the discussions I was involved in 
was the current lack of knowledge or resources available to those exploring different 
forms of collaborative housing, leading to the post-it note saying ‘Accumulated 
knowledge to build communities’. The participants involved in this discussion agreed 
that in order for any new project to have success there would need to be a record of how 
any individual group in the development process reached their goals, so that other 
groups could follow or mirror the successful steps taken, eliminating any unnecessary 
steps or avoid any missteps. At the time of this workshop the SOA Road mapping 
project had not yet been initiated but is aiming to address this issue of accumulated 
knowledge/existing support networks.  
 
At the end of the workshop the moderators for each of the four tables were asked to 
relay the accumulated outcomes from each of the four topics. I briefly presented all the 
above information to the larger group and listened to the moderators of the other three 
tables detail their respective discussions. Overall, it was clear that there was a desire to 
change both the way we are living (additional mechanisms for supporting sustainability, 
increased ecological awareness) and the mechanisms that support the property sector in 
Ireland (avenues of financial assistance, changes to legislation, increased 
participation/collaboration from residents). A member of the Land Development 
Agency was in attendance and spoke to the group after our workshop recap, 
encouraging the participants to reach out to agencies such as themselves with this call 




positive workshop which demonstrated that there is a desire to adapt the property sector 
in Ireland to modern and forward-thinking values. It also demonstrated that there are 
individuals in housing agencies that are supportive of change, and that the desires of 
the people and the calls for change are not going unheard. 
 
5.3 SOA: Self-Organised Architecture 
One of the groups I have worked with over the course of this study is SOA or Self-
Organised Architecture. SOA are a group of architects based in Dublin, and they are 
actively researching collaborative housing models that are common in Europe and 
North America. Specifically, they are conducting research into cohousing, discovering 
what challenges are to be overcome and how this might be done in an Irish context. 
Due to the obvious overlap in research interests, I have been in semi-regular contact 
with SOA and maintain a good working relationship with members of the group. One 
of the members of SOA I would consider to be an informant or liason in this study. 
Over the course of my research, we met and communicated on several occasions 
regarding the status of both of our studies and discussed how we could mutually benefit 
from the individual aspects of our collective research.  
 
In 2020, SOA announced that they were undertaking a research project entitled ‘Road 
Mapping a viable Community-Led Housing Sector for Ireland’ which would see 
collaborative housing groups and other stakeholders from the national landscape come 
together to discuss, explore, and make recommendations on how collaborative housing 
could be supported in Ireland. There are a range of stakeholders involved in SOA’s 
project, including Irish collaborative housing groups, policymakers, and financial 
lenders, and advisors from Europe and the United Kingdom. They say in an email 
newsletter from May 2020 that the ultimate aim and desired outcome of the project 
would be “to create a detailed toolkit for self-organised housing groups in Ireland, and 
it is supported by The Housing Agency, The Land Development Agency, and the 
Goethe Institut Ireland”. 
 
Aside from this research project which commenced in early 2020, SOA have hosted a 




enthusiasts together. The aim of these events was to discuss what challenges both 
collaborative housing groups and professionals in various domains (i.e. finance, 
architecture, property development) were facing in Ireland, and provide a platform for 
those stakeholders to engage.  
 
SOA hosted a series of events that they refer to as ‘Cohousing Café’s across Ireland in 
2019. These events were hosted approximately every three months in order to keep a 
form of momentum in the national collaborative housing community. I attended three 
of the Cohousing Cafés but was unable to attend the fourth and final Café of 2019 due 
to a conflict in my personal schedule. The Cohousing Cafés will be discussed in further 
detail in later in this section. 
 
In 2019 SOA also hosted their first conference entitled ‘Cohousing Here!’ in Dublin in 
collaboration with TU Dublin and Dublin City Council, with a range of sponsors 
supporting them. The two-day event aimed “to inform the Irish public in regard to 
alternative, socially and environmentally sustainable housing models, which encourage 
and facilitate diversity, adaptability and community development” (SOA 2019). The 
conference will be discussed later in this section, including findings from a portion of 
the conference that I was directly involved with. 
 
5.3.1 Cohousing Cafés 
SOA hosted four ‘Cohousing Café’s in Ireland in 2019, and I attended three of them, 
and presented at two. The purpose of these cafés is to bring together a community of 
individuals interested in cohousing, and other forms of collaborative housing, to 
explore and learn together. The aim of each of the cafés was not to produce ‘results’, 
but to provide a space for connections to be made and discussions to be had on the topic 
of cohousing, or collaborative housing. In this section I present an overview of the 





Figure 12: SOA's Cohousing Cafe9 
 
Dublin 
The first of the SOA Cohousing Cafés was held in Dublin in February 2019. I attended, 
along with Participants 3 & 4, on behalf of CHL. We were asked to prepare a 
presentation for the event, which was given by the researcher and Participant 3. Other 
collaborative housing groups also presented at the event, with most being either based 
in Dublin or the surrounding area. Some presenters were from organisations that are 
also exploring collaborative housing models, for example O’Cualann Cohousing 
Alliance. 
 
SOA also had an exhibition on display in the area, an image of which can be found in 
Figure 16. This exhibition featured cohousing projects from across Europe, with many 
based in Germany. SOA has done extensive research with cohousing groups in Europe 








Figure 13: Photos from SOA's exhibition 
 
Having presented on behalf of CHL with Participant 3, heard presentations from other 
groups currently active in the country, and interacted with other individuals that I never 
would have encountered without this event, I thought it was a thoroughly enjoyable, 
well-managed and informative event.  
 
The structure of the event allowed for networking opportunities in between 
presentations, as well as time to explore the exhibition, and chat with other people. 
From a participant’s perspective this was very valuable, as I had time to talk to people 
who may be important or helpful for this study (from a researchers perspective), and 
get the contact details or business cards of other people who may be beneficial for CHL 
to have contact with. Often when undertaking such a large and niche endeavour, groups 
or individuals can feel alone but this event was evidence that there is a larger 
community embarking on similar projects. On top of this, I felt that the majority of 
those in attendance were genuinely interested in finding out more about collaborative 
housing or cohousing (as opposed to attending the event as they were idly curious), and 
were either actively pursuing a project, or trying to start one in their locality. This was 
promising for me, both as a researcher and participant, as I felt that the enthusiasm 
shown by the group and their desire to find new, alternative, ecologically focussed and 
sustainable housing solutions would be key to making any progress in Ireland. As one 






Overall, the Dublin Café was a success, with many other attendees and participants 
saying that the Cafés should become a regular event. One point vocalised by other 
attendees was that often these types of events only occur yearly, or less often, so there 
is often a lack of momentum or follow-up, so enthusiasm can be lost over time without 
continued, sustained interaction. SOA took on board those suggestions and set a date 
for the next Cohousing Café to take place in Limerick three months later. At the 
announcement of the Limerick Café, SOA said that they would like to make it a regular 
event and hoped to schedule one every three months.  
 
Limerick 
In May 2019 the Cohousing Café came to the FabLab in Limerick City. The event was 
organised by SOA Research, CHL, and the FabLab in Limerick City where the event 
was hosted. There were over thirty in attendance. Again, there were presentations by 
cohousing groups, architects and developers, with some Skyping in to present. There 
was a mix of presentations, workshops, and free time to network. The workshops at this 
cafe included Participatory Design Processes, Financing/Legal Issues, and Forming a 
Group/Designing the Processes. I was asked to take notes in two of the workshop 
sessions, Participatory Design Processes and Forming a Group/Designing the 
Processes. When the entire group reconvened at the workshop review session, I relayed 
the notes I had taken during these individual workshop sessions to the group. The key 
findings from both workshops was that groups wanted a level of customisation and 
individualisation in their homes, but that it was also possible to be overwhelmed by 
choice, so some compromise in design would have to be reached. 
 
There was a presentation given by CHL in the second group session. The schedule for 
the Limerick Café can be seen in Figure 17. Participants 1, 2, 3 & 4 were all present, 
with Participant 3 presenting on behalf of the group. The cohousing project exhibition, 
which had been prepared by SOA for the Dublin Café, was also present at the Limerick 
Café. It was available for all participants to explore over the course of the day, with 






Figure 14: Schedule for the Limerick Cafe 
 
 
Having been directly involved with the facilitation for this event, my observations are 
more surface level as I did not get a chance to act as a true participant in this Café.  
 
There were many group discussions surrounding cohousing, housing co-operatives and 
other forms of collaborative housing. The crowd was diverse and came from the various 
cities and counties of Ireland, with many new faces present. Those in attendance shared 
their visions and hopes for collaborative housing in Ireland, their ideal collaborative 
housing models, and there was a clear desire to create a cohousing community in 
Ireland. Again, this appeared to be a genuinely interested crowd who wanted to stay in 
touch with other active participants. At one point I spoke to a mother and daughter who 
had driven about an hour and a half to attend the event and they told me they were glad 
they took the journey as the event had filled them with such hope that projects like these 
are being supported, as they hoped to be involved with something like this in their own 
county. 
 
As the event was structured in largely the same way as the Dublin Café, it received 




discuss their ideas with one another, and learned a lot from each of the speakers. SOA 





Figure 15: Cork Cohousing Cafe 
 
On a wet and windy September, I attended the third Cohousing Café hosted by SOA in 
the Cork Centre for Architectural Education. I was the only member of CHL to attend 
this café, so I was asked to give a presentation on behalf of the group. My presentation 
outlined some of the events that CHL had hosted, an overview of the findings of the 
February workshop with CHL and hopes for the future of collaborative housing in both 
Limerick and Ireland. I also spoke about the idea of the Collaborative Housing Hub 
(discussed in this thesis in chapter 7), which had been installed in the months prior to 
this Café. There was a positive reaction to the idea of the Hub, however I did not 






Figure 16: A slide from my presentation at the Cork Cohousing Café 
 
 
The venue was interesting, as there were student projects on display across the walls 
and podiums of the event. There were approximately 20 people in attendance, slightly 
less than I had seen at the other Cafés. I had met some of the attendees previously at 
workshops, Cafés and other national events, but others were new to the series of events. 
The exhibition was also present at the Cork Café and was viewed by many of those in 
attendance during the coffee breaks. Like the Cafés in Dublin and Limerick, there was 
also a series of workshops at the Cork Café. Again, I took notes from discussions at the 
participatory design workshops, and relayed the various conversations from the 
workshop groups to the larger crowd at the end of the afternoon. 
 





Overall, the afternoon was another success with interesting discussions being had on 
topics like CLTs and funding models, and there were representatives present from 
organisations that specialise in funding community endeavours. While much of the 
discussion reiterated the issues spoken about at the previous Cafés, there were also 
some new perspectives, particularly from those from funding organisations who stated 
that they would be interested in assisting with collaborative housing endeavours, but 
that there were certain criteria to be fulfilled before funding could be granted. 
 
Having been to three Cafés it was clear to me that each event had something new to 
offer, with new organisations and individuals attending each one, but all with the same 
intentions; to promote and encourage communities to engage in providing their own 
housing solutions. These Cafés were a positive experience for all that I spoke to, and 
SOA did a fantastic job in facilitating these events. 
 
5.3.2 Cohousing Here! 
In this section I will present an overview of the Cohousing Here! conference hosted by 
SOA in Dublin, and outline the discussions and findings from the portions of the 
conference I had been directly involved with. 
 
 In June 2019 SOA hosted their first conference, ‘Cohousing Here!’. The two-day event 
took place in Dublin City, with the first day being held in Dublin Castle, and the second 
day’s events taking place in TU Dublin. Unfortunately, I could not attend both days, so 
based on the conference programme outline and in consultation with a member of SOA, 
I decided to attend the second day of the conference. Upon making this decision, I was 
asked to facilitate some of the workshop sessions at the event. 
 
The first day focussed on professionals and policy, with international speakers 
presenting community-led housing cases from their cities. Top-down and bottom-up 
approaches to policy making were discussed, with the final session of the first day 
speaking to the Irish response to community-led housing. The second day consisted of 




workshops which took place during the intervals between presentation sessions. The 
first workshop explored ‘how to form a cohousing group’, ‘participative design 
processes’ and ‘forming a community land trust’. At this workshop I was asked to take 
notes on the ‘participative design processes’ table, as this was the topic I was most 
familiar with due to my undergraduate degree in Interaction Design (BSc in Digital 
Media Design at the University of Limerick). I also took notes in the second workshop, 
which again featured participative design processes as a topic, as it had been so popular 
in the first workshop that SOA decided to run it again. The second workshop also 
















Workshop 1: Participative Design Processes 
The participants began by speaking about the challenges and opportunities posed by 
some collaborative models of housing, specifically cohousing and co-operative 
housing, how individuals can come together to create a community, and how this 
community can design and create their own housing: 
 
“Cohousing poses a challenge, but also an opportunity to rethink how we can house 
ourselves” 
 
The group was mixed, and included individuals of different ages, races, genders, 
nationalities and professions, which added to the discussion based on the variety of 
experiences each individual had. Some had prior personal experience with cohousing, 
others had none. One architect in attendance was hoping to embark on a cohousing 
project in her city, and was trying to gain an insight as to how other architects faced 
fundamental issues with cohousing developments;  
 
“As architects, how can we integrate a system of governance” 
 
Those with prior experience of either living in, or developing, cohousing were happy 
to offer some insights and potential solutions for other future problems that could be 
foreseen. One individual who had been part of a community that were designing their 
own homes raised the issue of intense individuality that some people felt in the design 
process, in which they were exploring the smallest of details (including elements such 
as drawer handles), and explained the problems this can create in terms of delays to the 
project. They recommended that architects working on these projects provide the future 
residents with a limited number of decisions, so that the design process remains 





“The level of choice should be mapped out” … “Participation can be confused with 
individualization, we can’t get everything we want” 
 
The moderator of the group - a member of SOA - brought the discussion back to the 
idea of participatory processes outside of designing the home, as SOA were keen to 
explore and discover the participant’s opinions on how to get to the build stage of 
cohousing projects, i.e. what other modes of participation would individuals be willing 
to get involved in prior to construction to ensure the feeling of ownership of a project 
remains in the hands of the residents. As the group was varied, there were individuals 
from a political and policy-making background present, who believed that there was a 
place for them in the process; 
 
“Participatory processes should extend to policymakers too” 
 
They said that new and innovative projects can often require innovative policies, so 
being involved from the beginning would be a worthwhile and interesting endeavour, 
and the process could be mutually beneficial for policymakers and prospective 
residents. Another participant, who did not state what their level of experience or 
profession was, also made a point that; 
 
“Participatory processes may fail, but there can be other outcomes that are rich in 
information” 
 
So even if a project did not come to fruition, the work done by all of the individuals 
involved is not for nothing.  
 
Another participant with experience in property development and navigating policy 
raised the issue of policy not always being the barrier that individuals and groups appear 
to think it is. They said that there are other aspects of property development and 




cultural relationship to property, and the idea of ‘NIMBY’ (Not In My Back Yard) was 
seen to be a potential barrier to cohousing and other collaborative housing models; 
 
“There is nothing in the regulations that stop people, but other things like location and 
culture can halt progress” 
 
This sparked a further discussion on culture, and how activism has often changed 
culture, or created sub-cultures in different communities, or brought public attention to 
the need for change, for example how squatting in prime locations has drawn attention 
to land-hoarding. One of the participants went on to say; 
 
“Participatory processes are not perfect layers of how radical to be” 
 
This was particularly interesting, as it insinuated that participatory approaches 
themselves were seen as radical movements or processes in a particularly homogenous 
landscape (property development in Ireland), but that it may not be radical enough to 
make change happen. Another participant then asked; 
 
“What are the rules of society? What can be changed?” and followed, somewhat 
despondently with “We get the policies we are willing to put up with” implying that 
society can only drive change when they are no longer willing to put up with the status 
quo.  
 
Discussion was directed back to the idea of construction and finance, with one architect 
actively involved in regeneration projects saying that;  
 
“Urban regeneration grants could help” in terms of both financing a project and in 
bringing life back into city centres. Limerick in particular has many buildings in prime 




means of drawing businesses to operate in the city, and citizens to live and work there. 
Innovative projects such as cohousing or other collaborative housing models have the 
potential to draw new life to cities, and could create a vibrant city atmosphere which 
would benefit cities such as Limerick, which has been declining since the economic 
collapse of 2008. 
 
As the discussion drew to a close, due to time constraints rather than the discussion 
being exhausted, participants and the moderator reviewed the discussion and the main 
aspects of participatory processes from policymaking to construction and design. One 
participant appeared to be somewhat exhausted by the variety and depth of each of the 
processes, and said; 
 
“People don’t have time to participate like this, how much time must one commit?” 
 
Which brought the discussion to an unfortunate close. The realisation that the goals, 
dreams and hopes of all the individuals present would more than likely not come to 
fruition in the short-term, but may take many years, if it were to even happen at all.  
 
With that, the conference portion of the day resumed. 
 
Workshop 2: Forming a Cohousing Group 
The second workshop session had three different break-out groups, including one on 
Forming a Cohousing Group, which I was asked to take notes for. As I had been acting 
as a participant-as-observer with CHL from the group’s second meeting I felt 
comfortable following the discussion and noticed many parallels with various 
discussions I’d been a part of with CHL. The workshop discussion began with the 
moderator asking how any of the participants would start, or have started, a cohousing 





“To start you need a core group. People are your only resource, so start with an inner 
circle” which was met by a number of nodded heads. It was clear that this was a 
sentiment that a number of participants agreed with, particularly those with experience 
in forming, or trying to form, groups. This statement was followed shortly afterwards 
by a participant with experience in an international cohousing group saying;  
 
“The formation of a group takes perseverance, time, energy…” 
 
Which was met with nods from many of the group. Discussions with CHL often 
reverted back to the fact that cohousing projects often took years to complete as the 
membership of a group can change over time which can often lead to frustration or 
delays in getting a project underway. 
 
Discussion moved on, led by the moderator, to the topic of location. Once again the 
workshop group was mixed in terms of age, race, gender, nationality and profession, 
with some participants being more vocal than others. An older participant living in a 
rural area raised the issue of a lack of services and amenities in rural Ireland, including 
a lack of broadband service, and how this affects the prospects of particular areas;  
 
“From a rural perspective, there is a lack of services and this leads to a lack of people 
to commit to the area” 
 
This point was countered by a participant who had been involved in the development 
of the Ecovillage in Cloughjordan, who advocated for a move to rural areas as a means 
of boosting the economy in such regions;  
 
“A skilled group of people together could encourage economic growth in the area, and 





However, the discussion quickly moved to the potential for ‘exclusivity’ in 
collaborative housing projects. One of the common criticisms of the Cloughjordan 
Ecovillage is that sites on which to build homes were only available to those with the 
means to purchase them, making it ‘exclusive’ to those less financially stable or those 
without access to mortgages/substantial loans.  
 
“Exclusivity in projects like these is a risk” 
 
As a mechanism of counteracting the idea of exclusivity, discussion moved to how to 
be more inclusive, and the potential for including those awaiting social housing 
allocation. One way of doing this, it was suggested, was to include the local councils 
or local government in new projects and avail of the public funding available from local 
authorities to include social housing units in the development; 
 
“Should state or public funding be considered for inclusivity?” 
 
There was continued debate regarding the idea of inclusive and exclusive communities, 
with some participants likening cohousing communities to exclusive gated 
communities, and others saying that cohousing communities do not become like that as 
long as the community remains inclusive and does not turn away potential residents for 
seemingly arbitrary reasons (i.e. social status). The main argument from those claiming 
that cohousing developments are synonymous with exclusivity seemed to centre on the 
idea of income levels, the potential lack of affordability of the developments, and the 
misuse of public funding, leading to one participant asking; 
 
“Should exclusive developments be given public funding?” 
 
In an attempt to move the discussion from ‘exclusive communities’, the moderator 
asked how communities could become more inclusive and fair for everyone. One 




equal to approximately 30-33% of a family’s net income, so that could potentially be a 
way to ensure that the financial burden is shared equitably amongst the community. 
Another then asked if that meant that the ‘rules’ each household signed up to should be 
different based on financial assets; 
 
“Should there be different rules for different people? A means-test, in the same way 
social housing is means-tested” 
 
There was little consensus on that particular question, as some felt that if they were 
paying ‘more’ it would be only ‘fair’ to be less responsible in other ways, whereas 
others felt that resentment may grow if each household was treated differently. As this 
was proving to be a slightly contentious topic, the moderator swiftly intervened to 
redirect the conversation back to the idea of how to form a cohousing group. A 
participant currently living in a rural area asked;  
 
“What kind of supports are there from scratch? Are there any organisations or rural 
partnerships that could be considered?” 
 
As mentioned in this thesis, there are little-to-no supports for new groups to avail of in 
Ireland. This was reiterated in this discussion, with some saying that the only supports 
they have found are their fellow group members. This led to a discussion on how long 
some groups had been together before making any progress (or how long some groups 
lasted before being disbanded). One participant, who was not part of a group at the time 
of this discussion then asked; 
 
“How long does it all take? How long does each step take?” 
 
Answers varied, much was speculation, but each answer that was given had one thing 
in common; the term “years”. From group formation to move-in day can take upwards 




there is no path to follow. When speaking of the deadline, particularly the design and 
construction section of the project, one participant asked; 
 
“Compressing the extended timeline, what can be done simultaneously?” 
 
As a way of exploring how the years-long timeline could be condensed. Some 
participants suggested that the initial phases of construction could be undertaken in 
conjunction with the participatory design sessions groups had envisaged having with 
architects, and some revisited the idea of new builds vs retrofitting existing buildings; 
 
“Does it have to be a new site? Regeneration may not be the best for environmental 
sustainability” 
 
While ecological and environmental sustainability is clearly high on the list of priorities 
for those exploring collaborative housing models, there are concerns that existing 
buildings may not have the physical infrastructure to support new or innovative 
infrastructure to reduce the carbon footprint of residents. Even if it were possible to 
change old electrical or heating (etc.) systems, the cost would be substantial, and a 
retrofit could end up costing more than a new build. However, there are so many areas 
of cities across Ireland that would benefit from regeneration from both social and 
financial perspectives; 
 
“Regeneration can add value to an area” 
 
Many large towns and cities in Ireland have low residential occupancy rates, with 
populations concentrating in suburbia. This may be largely due to finance, with city 
centre locations costing more than those outside the city. Limerick in particular has 
seen a decline of city residents over the past number of years, with many city centre, 




to occur in the city to make it a more appealing place to live and work, the social ‘value’ 
of Limerick City may increase. However, this is no easy task; 
 
“Repopulating an area can take a pioneering spirit, it takes the right kind of community 
with the right kind of mindset and outlook to make it work” 
 
A local authority cannot simply say ‘build it and they will come’, because there are 
plenty of unoccupied city centre locations established already. The group discussed the 
fact that there should also be a community spirit to enliven areas and make areas more 
attractive to the population. While it is true that many areas of cities are in various states 
of disrepair, the lack of spirit is also tangible, which may be driving citizens out of the 
city to more family-friendly, neighbourly, or community-centred suburbs. 
 
As a way of moving the discussion on, and to re-focus on the topic at hand, the 
moderator asked about how to determine who would be a suitable match for cohousing 
communities. Several participants expressed that an individual's values were the most 
important factor when creating a community, as opposed to financial wellbeing or 
family size for example. Participants saw values as the core aspect of a community, and 
that people are drawn to, and should join, communities that aligned with their own 
values;  
 
“When a group are explicit about their values it becomes a self-selecting process” 
 
One of the participants in the group was a member of Common Ground from Bray, Co. 
Wicklow. They have formed a community that wishes to pursue a collaborative housing 
model based on LILAC in Leeds, UK. The participant told the group that for their 
community, a person’s values (including principles and their ecological outlook) were 
what they assessed in potential members as opposed to any other factor. While there 
were other subsequent requirements, including a €1000 sign up fee to partake in 
community activities, the primary area of assessment was how well someone's values 




memorialised this sentiment in their website, on which they state that they are a 
“members based group dedicated to promoting a co-operative, mindful and ecological 
lifestyle. Membership is open to all who share this goal” (Common Ground Bray 2019). 
The idea of a charter was then spoken about by other participants, who suggested that 
an official document which members signed and therefore explicitly agreed to may 
serve as a both a recruitment tool for those whose values aligned, and a deterrent for 
those who do not agree; 
 
“When you sign a charter you are signing up to values.” 
 
Discussion continued regarding values, but those participants that had previously 
discussed a desire for inclusivity also made the point that a set of values are neither 
explicitly inclusive nor exclusive, and can be found in all aspects of society, which 
opens a group up to becoming more inclusive; 
 
“Considering a values-based system vs. explicit criteria; shared values may be 
achieved cross-classes” 
 
As the discussion drew to a close and the moderator gave a recap of what the discussion 
had involved, one participant summed up the workshop discussion by saying; 
 
“Each group is individual, there is no one-size-fits-all for this. We can ask the 
government or other authorities to facilitate a meeting-of-minds, but after that we 
should self-manage and self-support the community” 
 






5.4 Findings from working with the collaborative housing community of Ireland 
In this section I will present findings which refer to the housing, and collaborative 
housing, landscape of Ireland. Presently there is no exemplar collaborative housing 
project in Ireland, as there are numerous issues and challenges facing groups across 
Ireland that are currently researching and endeavouring to create collaborative housing 
in Ireland. These challenges are discussed in the following sections. I also outline the 
stakeholders in the collaborative housing landscape of Ireland; people who are currently 
involved in housing provision, and those whose support is required if any collaborative 
housing endeavour is to succeed. Part of the reason collaborative housing has not yet 
found a fertile ground in Ireland is the lack of support and awareness from “higher-ups” 
and citizens alike, and the property culture of Ireland may be at the heart of this 
challenge. Finally, I discuss how this property culture may mean that if Ireland is to 
support a new housing model, it may need to be a new ‘Irish’ model. 
 
5.4.1 Lack of Framework 
Internationally, there are organisations and public bodies that provide information and 
support on a range of aspects associated with collaborative housing models. In the UK 
for example, the UK Cohousing Network allows individuals and groups to register with 
them and join discussions through their forum. They also host a directory, and a wealth 
of other information including research papers, events and media publications on their 
webpage. While this is a predominantly online resource, it is highly valuable for 
anybody in the UK researching, joining, or living in cohousing arrangements. Similarly, 
in France, Les Habiles provides a map/directory of groups in all stages of their 
collaborative housing projects. However, such a resource does not exist in Ireland. As 
explored in chapter 7, several attempts have been made to create such a resource, 
showing that there is a desire, but none have proven to be successful. Initially this study 
aimed to assess what form a resource could take, with the intention of allowing 
communities and individuals to connect and share knowledge, however my work with 
CHL brought the realisation that investing time and resources into a technological 
intervention may be skipping vital initial steps in which the actual needs of 
communities and individuals should be discerned through thorough research by using 
a number of different methods for eliciting information from all stakeholders, therefore 





In Ireland, groups are facing a number of difficulties, from forming a core group, to 
financing a project, to securing land. Each group is at a different point in the process 
and forging their own path along the way as they do not have any reference points. Any 
reference points spoken about in group discussions with CHL were drawn from other 
countries with varying levels of external support, so were arbitrary and anecdotal to a 
great degree, with “...years is not out of the ordinary for projects like this” being said 
on numerous occasions.  There is no financial advisory service for communities 
embarking on a collaborative housing endeavour. There are no construction partners or 
approved housing bodies with direct experience of creating a collaborative housing 
development. There are no architecture firms with direct experience of designing, 
creating, or co-creating collaborative housing living environments. Essentially, groups 
must figure it out on their own, relying on an idea but no precedent. 
 
In 2020 SOA have embarked on a year-long project aiming to create a roadmap for the 
community-led housing sector in Ireland. This is the first step to creating a framework 
to support community-led housing, or collaborative housing, in Ireland. Based on the 
work I have done with CHL, and the conversations I have been involved in at national 
events, this roadmap or framework is a necessary step in supporting groups to achieve 
their collaborative housing goals. The project involves a range of stakeholders, 
therefore should reflect the concerns and address the difficulties of action groups 
nationwide.   
 
5.4.2 Lack of Awareness 
An issue discussed at various workshops and national events over the course of this 
study is that those in the general population of Ireland who are not active in the 
exploration of collaborative housing do not seem to understand the concept of 
collaborative housing or cohousing. This lack of understanding more than likely comes 
from a lack of awareness. As there are currently no established projects in Ireland, there 
is no reason for those disinterested in alternative forms of housing - which is the vast 
majority of the population - to gain an understanding of it. They have no exposure to it, 




housing that Ireland has recently had media exposure to is co-living, which was poorly 
received. From my exploration of co-living in chapter 2, it is evident that while there 
are certain aspects that are common to both models (i.e communal living, reduced size 
living spaces with larger common areas), there are far more differences between the co-
living and cohousing models than there are similarities. The negative connotations that 
co-living has in Irish society directly influence the general population’s ideas of 
cohousing, as the terminology is so similar, they could be confused, or used 
interchangeably by those with little understanding. 
 
From my own experiences of discussing the topic with friends or family, or friends-of-
family, the phrases ‘collaborative housing’, ‘cohousing’, ‘co-operative housing’ and so 
on are generally met with faces of confusion or scepticism. For those more open-
minded, they usually ask “what’s that?”. While my brief explanations are usually 
understood, they are also met with nodded heads and “probably not for everyone!” This 
lack of awareness may also prove to be detrimental to any collaborative housing project 
in urban/suburban areas, as neighbours may lodge objections in the planning stages. 
Even if this lack of awareness is overcome locally, and neighbours in surrounding areas 
are ‘educated’ as to what the development will be, there is often an attitude of ‘not in 
my backyard’, (or NIMBY), associated with anything that is not the standard 
house/housing estate. Even then there can be a territorial reaction, or aversion to 
change. Ultimately, collaborative housing developments will require the explicit 
support of neighbours for a development to be a success. 
 
5.4.3 Misalignment with International Collaborative Housing Models 
As mentioned in chapter 2, the Irish culture of property ownership is not reflected in 
other countries, particularly in Europe. This poses a challenge when developing a 
collaborative housing model in Ireland, as many of the European collaborative housing 
models are owned by the municipality or state, meaning the residents are tenants in 
what could be considered social housing. The notable exception from this is in 
Denmark, the origin of the new wave of cohousing. In Denmark, the design of 
cohousing communities allows them to blend in with the other houses in the 
surrounding areas, there are little-to-no features that would draw excess attention. They 




of residents. On my first field trip to the suburban cohousing community, I was told by 
my interviewee that most housing in Denmark is owned, and cohousing is not an 
exception. While other forms of tenure exist and are not frowned upon in the same way 
as in Ireland, ownership is certainly preferred. The suburban community was 
exclusively ownership, whereas the rural community I visited on my second field trip 
had mixed forms of tenure. Some blocks were exclusively owned, some were a mix of 
rented and owned, and another was owned by a public institution. It was noted by our 
tour guide that there is financial inequality in the rural community, but there is no 
reference to it in their daily lives.  
 
In some ways - predominantly homeownership, low-rise communities - the Danish 
model of cohousing is the most promising international model for an Irish context. 
However, one of the staples of cohousing in Denmark is that communities often eat 
together; some eat daily dinners together, others eat dinner a couple of times a week 
together in their common house or common building. While this is not enforced by any 
means and is entirely the decision of the community to make, it appears to be a common 
occurrence. This is a sentiment that is not shared by Irish communities, based on my 
own experience. During the workshop hosted by CHL in February 2019, the 
participants were not enthused or enticed by the idea of daily shared meals. In fact, most 
were only in favour of ‘occasional’ meals.  
 
Finally, Danish cohousing communities often feature extensive shared spaces which 
are owned by all residents (usually through shares). Cohousing developments are often 
designed with sociability as a core principle, so common spaces are carefully 
considered. While this shared ownership of common spaces does align with the Irish 
culture of ownership, through my experiences in both local and national workshops and 
events, Irish people are also quite private and want extensive private spaces, or a full 
“normal” house in which they would be able to share when they wanted, as opposed to 
having to share certain areas or facilities.  
 
While the Danish model of cohousing appears at first glance to be the most aligned with 




conflict with the desires of certain communities and individuals. This may mean that if 
Ireland is to successfully support any collaborative housing arrangement, communities 
may have to develop a new ‘Irish’ model to suit the specific cultural outlooks of the 
individuals and groups concerned.   
 
5.4.4 Outlining the Stakeholders in Irish Housing 
In the following section I outline who the stakeholders in the provision of housing in 
Ireland are. These stakeholders have been explicitly mentioned by participants over the 
course of this study, and they have also been identified through my own informal 
discussions and enquiries as part of my fieldwork. I have also presented these findings 
at the ‘Communities and Technologies (C&T)’ conference in Vienna, Austria in 2019 
(O’Shea and Avram 2019). 
 
Collaborative housing has not succeeded in Ireland to-date, partly due to the issues 
outlined above. However, a desire to create collaborative housing models is present in 
Irish society among a small group of individuals and activism groups, both as a response 
to the current housing crisis and as a way of moving toward more sustainable living 
solutions. People in search of collaborative housing models are the stakeholders who 
are explicitly driving this pursuit. If there is no drive for change, then the status quo 
remains. The location and visions of the groups and individuals active in the exploration 
of collaborative housing models is varied, but the goals of these groups are ultimately 
the same; to find or create a model of living that the current private development sector 
in Ireland does not support.  
 
The local authorities are also in search of alternative methods of housing provision. In 
Ireland, local councils are responsible for the provision of social housing for each 
county. On a national scale, the waiting list for social housing is in the tens of thousands. 
Efforts to reduce this waiting list include the introduction of punitive rules that 
‘discourage' turning down a council’s offer of social housing. However, these rules do 
nothing to encourage, or even address the development of a solution based on self-
provision of housing. Integrating social housing into a collaborative housing initiative 




Moreover, one of the most substantial costs in any new build is the land acquisition 
cost. Community groups cannot compete with private developers when it comes to 
acquiring land, particularly in a financial capacity. However, in certain cases, land can 
be provided by the local councils at a fraction of the open market price, therefore local 
council cooperation and assistance is key to creating an affordable collaborative 
housing development For example, the O’Cualann Model is based on the acquisition of 
land at an affordable price, and this reduces the company’s overall costs when building 
a new housing development. Ultimately, this discounted cost of land filters through to 
the buyers and future residents, as homes can be sold without the added costs of the 
developer trying to cover their purchase of the land. For these reasons, the local councils 
are one of the most important stakeholders in collaborative housing projects, as their 
cooperation and assistance is central to minimising the financial burden. Coupled with 
these local stakeholders, it can be beneficial to have the assistance of other national 
housing bodies, for example the Land Development Agency. Cultivating a positive 
relationship with these various local and national bodies with a stake in the housing 
landscape can prove to be invaluable for a pioneer group, as there is a wealth of 
knowledge and the potential for support from these bodies. 
 
Housing developers and construction firms are key partners for any self-
build/renovation initiative. In Ireland, a limited number of firms are classed as 
Approved Housing Bodies (AHBs). In Ireland, an Approved Housing Body is defined 
as an independent, not-for-profit organisation that provides “affordable rented housing 
for people who cannot afford to pay private sector rents or buy their own homes; or for 
particular groups, such as older people or homeless people" (Ireland, Department of 
Housing, Planning and Local Government 2020) Working with AHBs who understand 
collaborative housing, as opposed to for-profit developers, can reduce the cost of 
development for a collaborative housing group. AHBs by definition do not profit from 
their developments, so the developer costs normally associated with building are 
minimised. Also, they are familiar with working with, and for, those that cannot afford 
market purchase or rental costs, therefore there is an understanding that the residents of 
these developments want a home that they can live in indefinitely, as opposed to these 
homes being an investment opportunity. Homes are not a business, they are 





Architecture firms and architects can play an important role in the creation of successful 
collaborative housing initiatives, particularly in models such as cohousing. One of the 
factors that are prevalent in successful cohousing initiatives is the sociability of the 
space, i.e. common or shared spaces. It can be beneficial for an intentional community 
to work with architects and designers that understand the concepts of collaborative 
housing and intentional communities, and who also adopt a participatory design 
approach with future residents, as this can be an integral aspect of the development 
(Droste 2015). This collective design process can also contribute to a more affordable 
development (Brysch 2018). Internationally, architecture firms play an important role 
in the creation of cohousing communities, from workshop facilitation for new groups, 
to the design and development of established communities, therefore it is evident that 
Irish architects with experience of cohousing are key stakeholders in the creation of a 
successful community. In Ireland, SOA are making significant steps to becoming one 
of the most notable and involved architect collectives in the domain of collaborative 
housing. Their extensive research and numerous national events place them at the centre 
of the collaborative housing network. Their latest research project involves reaching 
out to groups nationwide to understand their concerns and difficulties as they progress 
with their individual endeavours, with SOA aiming to develop a roadmap for success 
in community-led housing which addresses the concerns raised throughout the project. 
 
Financial partners (banks, credit unions, building societies) are another primary 
stakeholder in the domain of collaborative housing that I have identified. Trying to 
obtain a loan to cover a variety of costs associated with building or renovating from 
traditional financial institutions such as a bank is difficult as a community. As a 
community is not registered as a corporate entity, Irish banks will have difficulty in 
lending money to undertake a project such as a collaborative housing initiative. In many 
cases in Ireland currently, groups have registered as some form of legal entity in order 
to bypass this difficulty, with one explicitly saying that they did so under the advice of 
a solicitor. Similarly, obtaining a mortgage through traditional banks as a group without 
becoming some legal entity is not possible. While groups are finding workarounds to 




more lenient lending policies, or more non-traditional lending avenues would be 
beneficial to community groups like CHL that do not have a legal form. 
 
Researchers can also be considered stakeholders in the domain of collaborative 
housing. While researchers are not always directly involved with the creation of 
collaborative housing developments, they are often in a unique position to learn from 
the progress and failures of groups. Without a record of this knowledge other groups 
may continue to make the same mistakes. Researchers can also act as the catalyst for 
making progress, as a researchers’ exploration of a topic may differ from that of a 
citizen, this may lead to additional resources in the bank of knowledge available to a 
group. However, researchers must be careful to strategically manage their involvement 
with any project, particularly in time-intensive projects such as collaborative housing 
so as to not contaminate the natural actions and behaviours of groups.  
 
This range of stakeholders in the Irish housing market include both private 
institutions/organisations and public bodies. There is little-to-no collaboration between 
these groups, leaving individuals or community groups attempting to coordinate with 
multiple stakeholders, which is more often than not, unsuccessful. A transformation in 
housing supply policies to allow for action groups and community initiatives to take 
ownership of their own endeavour, with the assistance and consultation of designated 
officials or associations, is needed. Essentially, an organisation that can serve as a 
‘middle-man’ would be highly valuable to any community or individual pursuing a 








6 Collaborative Housing Internationally 
6.1 Field Trips: Danish Cohousing 
Over the course of my studies I was presented with two opportunities to visit cohousing 
developments in Aarhus, Denmark. As the Danish model of cohousing is the most 
similar to a model that could work in Ireland, and considering Denmark is the origin of 
the new wave of cohousing, I had hoped to visit a Danish cohousing community from 
the outset of this study. The first field trip was organised with my supervisor to visit a 
colleague currently living in a cohousing community in the suburbs of Aarhus, and the 
second field trip was serendipitous, when the visit was included as an example of the 
‘caring economy’ at a course I was attending in Aarhus University. My experiences in 
both communities are outlined in the following sections. 
 
6.2 First Field Trip: Suburban Aarhus 
In August 2018 I travelled to Aarhus, Denmark, on my first international field trip. 
Along with my supervisor, we had been invited to spend a couple of days in Aarhus 
with a colleague who has been living in a cohousing community since the late 1980’s. 
We were staying in a motel close to the cohousing community and met our colleague 
there the day after our arrival. She walked us to the community, which was only five 
minutes away and very close to the tram lines. We walked through a line of trees and a 
small green area with a children’s play area to get to the main entrance of her 
community which is called Blåhøjen, and found that even though we had just crossed 
a busy main street, it felt very suburban and quiet. 
 
We arrived at the community gates, and one of the first things we noticed was the 
communal rubbish disposal area. The ground beneath the bins had been excavated to 
create a rubbish chamber, which was then emptied by the city’s rubbish disposal 
services. This meant that rubbish was never overflowing, and the area was always kept 
clean. There was also no smell, as the bins were sufficiently airtight. The other thing 




a communal parking area next to the bin area. We were told that this was a conscious 
decision when the development was being built, as the community wanted the housing 
area to remain uncongested and to be safe for children to play in. There is still access 
to the housing area by car, but this is so that people could bring their car in to load or 
unload large items closer to their homes, and to give vehicle access to the community 
in case of fire.  
 
 
Figure 19: Entrance to the community 
 
We entered the main gates of the community, which remain unlocked at all times, and 
were faced with a maze of houses with one large building roughly in the middle of the 
development. The area between houses and the central building was full of greenery; 
grass, plants, and even trees with fruit hanging from the branches. Aside from the 
central building, the housing estate did not look out of the ordinary. The houses were 
modest in size, the individuals in the community were tending to their own business, 






Figure 20: Birds eye view of the community from Google Maps 
 
We were first taken to the large building in the centre of the community, which we were 
told was the ‘common house’. The common house is spread over two floors, and 
contains a large kitchen and dining area, a guest room, bathrooms, a music room, a 
gym, a laundry, a ‘teenagers’ room’, a pantry and donation room. The guest room was 
bookable, so that people in the community could have friends stay over and have their 
own space. There was a family member of one of the community members staying in 
the guest room at the time as she was between homes. The donation room is a small 
windowless room in which the community can drop unwanted clothes or other 
unwanted items, and they can be taken free of charge. Each month or so the donation 
room is cleaned out and whatever has not been taken by the community members goes 
to a charity shop. The kitchen is industrial-style and is suitable for making a large 
amount of food at a time, so all communal meals are eaten here. We were invited to 
stay for dinner on one of the evenings of our trip, so we could experience a typical 






Figure 21: The Common House 
 
Following our tour of the common house, we went with our colleague to her own house. 
She told us that the houses in the community do not have a full-size kitchen, but a 
kitchenette. This is because the community eats their evening meal together daily, and 
therefore have no need of a full-size kitchen, as they can always use the common house 
kitchen. At the time of construction of these houses (1980’s), the prospective residents 
decided that they would each give up a designated amount of space from their 
individual homes (a couple of square meters) and contribute that to the common house, 
so that they could create a larger common house with better facilities. However, the 
houses remain an appropriate size, most are 2-3 bedrooms and have a living room area, 
kitchenette, and small dining area. Ultimately there is nothing really ‘missing’ from the 






Figure 22: One of the homes in the community 
 
Following our brief tour of the home, we conducted an informal interview with our 
colleague over a cup of tea about the community she lives in. This interview took place 
out the front garden of our colleague’s home, which overlooked the common house, so 
we saw some members of the community going about their day as we chatted. We also 
conducted a formal interview following our communal evening meal which mirrored 
some of the earlier informal interview. A summary of our colleague’s (both formal and 
informal) responses can be found in Appendix 7.  
 
While this community was clearly very successful and aspirational, they are functioning 
as a true and fundamentalist example of a cohousing community, I must note that not 
all communities follow this level of structure or have committed to this level of 
togetherness. This is just one example of a Danish cohousing community, and each 
community in Denmark, and worldwide, has their own set of rules or obligations which 
are generally set out at the beginning of the project, and the project progresses with 




6.3 Second Field Trip: Rural Aarhus 
In August 2019, I started the COST Training School for Platform Design and the Caring 
Economy in Aarhus, Denmark. Part of this program was a ‘field trip’ so we could see 
the ‘caring economy’ in action, but the trip had not been disclosed until we arrived to 
the University for our course. Fortunately for me, this trip was to a cohousing 
community, approximately 30 minutes outside the city of Aarhus. The following 
description of a rural cohousing community is based on my research notes which were 
taken contemporaneously on the tour of the community.  
 
This cohousing community was called Andelssamfunded i Hjortshøj (AIH), where 
there are approximately 300 residents, including almost 100 children. Upon arrival we 
were met by one of the residents. Some of the residents in the community take turns 
hosting tour groups, all of whom have been in the community for several years. The 
following description of the community is based on my own research notes taken over 
the course of the afternoon tour, and my discussions with our tour guide.  
 
The community was first established in the 1990’s with a vision to build and live 
sustainably, which they do to a remarkable degree. The community now consists of 
eight separate housing blocks, with plans to construct an additional two. The original 
houses in this development were constructed using seashells for a foundation, mud from 
the dig out was used in the construction of interior walls, and the basic structure of the 
houses were made from a sustainable oily wood. Rainwater is collected by this 
community and used in washing clothes, in toilets, and for most other tasks that require 
a source of water. Solar panels can be seen on the exterior of multiple common houses 
across the community. 
 
The community of AIH are avid farmers, and quite self-sufficient with food grown on 
the land lasting them year-round. There is a shelter to store food and plenty of land to 
grow various rotating crops. There are a number of residents responsible for farming 
the land and taking care of the food supply. They also have cows, goats, pigs and 
chickens. On the day of our visit the pigs had been moved to the shady forest as the sun 




sunburned. However, we did meet the community goats on our tour of the land (see 
Figures 22 and 23). 
 
 
Figure 23: Two residents tend to the goats 
 
Figure 24: Happy goats 
 
The community lives by the philosophy that you should only do something or be part 
of something if you want to be, which is evident in all the activities they undertake 
together. There are tens of different groups, each undertaking different community 
tasks. Groups range from driving tractors to growing willow for basket making. Most 
community members are part of multiple groups, but our tour guide stressed that this is 
only because they want to be. She made it clear that there is no ‘obligation’ to do 
anything in the community, even in your own housing block’s common areas, but most 
residents enjoy getting involved in activities as much as they can. They live in this 
community because they enjoy the sociability of the lifestyle. Each housing block has 
a different way of doing things, different ownership models, frequency of communal 
meals and various ‘unwritten rules’. In terms of communal meals, residents decide 




houses used to organise this. In the particular housing group, we were touring with, the 
residents (30-40 people) eat together twice a week. 
 
 




Figure 26: The exterior of a common house 
featuring solar panels 
 
 
AIH also includes a block for residents of a local ‘institution’ for those with disabilities. 
The people from the institution that live in AIH are considered to be “too abled” for 
residential institutions, and others are “too disabled for regular public schools or jobs” 
but they are capable of being relatively self-sufficient, living in this community with 
occasional assistance from neighbours and visits from employees of their institution. 
There is also a local shop on site which was deemed necessary by the institution as 
some of the residents under their care often found tasks such as taking the bus to go 
shopping to be difficult, so the institution arranged for a shop with a bakery to be opened 




four days a week, stocking a wide range of products. There is also a clothes repair shop 
and bike repair shop in the community. 
 
 
Figure 27: Juices from the local shop 
 
 
Figure 28: The bike repair shop 
 
 
The community uses an online mailing system to coordinate and share information 
across housing groups and task groups. The responsibilities of each member are self-
selected, which goes back to their philosophy that you should only do what you want 
to do in the community. When they first began this endeavour, their vision was that 
members would work 20 hours per week outside of the community in their regular jobs, 
and then work another 20 hours per week within the community, however this was 
ultimately not feasible. The community is mixed in terms of their employment status; 
full time, part time, retirees, children and those from the institution. There is no shared 
salary or financial connection between community members, apart from the annual 
contribution given at the AGM. There is financial inequality within the community, but 
we were told that this does not affect community life.  
 
The community also practice a sociocratic system of governance, in which agreement 
is sought from all members before any major decisions are made. Our tour guide from 
AIH told us of the only issue that ever made them consider a majority-rules decision 
making process which I will briefly outline here. In the particular area of Aarhus that 
this community is situated in there is poor cellular service. Coincidentally, the grounds 
that the community occupy are an ideal location for a new cellular tower. A number of 




offered the community a substantial sum to allow them to build a new cellular tower on 
their land. The money would easily be enough to cover the entire community's 
communal expenses for at least a year if not more, and the tower would not be 
excessively obtrusive. At the AGM the community discussed their options, with most 
agreeing that allowing the tower to be built would be a good use of land and the 
remuneration would be worth the couple of months of hassle with construction. 
However, there were a few that were sceptical and worried about the effects of the 
tower. As this community do not generally make decisions without the full support of 
all members of the community, the issue was shelved until they got more information. 
For the next year, at every big meeting, the issue was discussed, and more and more 
people came around to the idea of the tower. In the end there were only five individuals 
holding out as they were genuinely worried about the effects of the tower. The group 
decided that for the first and only time since the community’s inception, they would 
move ahead without the full support of all members of the community. However, these 
five individuals were so strongly opposed to the tower that they decided they would 
move. Upon learning this, the rest of the community were so upset, and realised that 
this decision clearly meant so much to them that they would leave their homes, they 
reconsidered and turned down the service provider’s offer, and the tower was never 
built. The community, and all members of the community, were much more important 
to these people than money or better cellular service. Obviously, this is a condensed 
account of the story, but I have relayed it as best I can based on my research notes. It 
was a very touching story that conveyed the importance of people, friendship, and 
communal happiness. 
 
Overall, it was quite inspiring to visit such a vibrant and successful community. This 
community embodies the concept of the caring economy, and I think there are many 
lessons to be learned from AIH. From their efforts to live sustainably, to their 
community spirit and philosophy of life, they are a unique community that Ireland - 
and others - could learn so much from. However, I do note that the community of AIH 
are building on a culture that is open to alternative models of housing, so trying to 
recreate a model based on this community in Ireland would likely run into numerous 
problems, from the cooperation of multiple stakeholders to the culture and attitudes 








The field trips to these two communities were invaluable. An ethnographic study 
endeavours to experience and understand the lived experience of a particular group of 
people, in this case those interested in pursuing collaborative housing in Ireland. From 
a participant’s perspective, visiting these communities was inspirational and I returned 
to the Collaborative Housing Limerick group filled with ideas and a renewed sense of 
hope. While CHL had hoped to visit a community – LILAC in Leeds was the most 
promising – it never materialised, and in hindsight I think it was a missed opportunity 
for both a bonding and learning experience.  
However, as I noted in the previous sections, these Danish communities are quite 
distinctive and true to the idealistic and fundamentalist approach to cohousing. There 
is undoubtedly a lot to learn from both of these communities, but these lessons may not 
translate to an Irish context directly. The housing landscape of each country is different, 
the culture and ways of living are different, and this suggests that the way Ireland does 
cohousing will be different to how it is done in Denmark. But, using case studies, 
learning from the experiences of others, and aspiring to operate in the ways that 
















7 Infrastructuring Communication and Coordination 
7.1 Introduction 
In this section I will detail the online observations and actions I have undertaken in this 
study. I begin by outlining the online presence of CHL and explain what function each 
platform utilised by the group performed, including the implementation and results of 
an open source digital intervention. I go on to detail the online resources available for 
collaborative housing activists in Ireland, as well as outlining the active collaborative 
housing groups in Ireland. Finally, I present the results of my online observations of 
cohousing groups from the UK, and the online resources available to groups in the UK. 
 
7.2 Online Observations 
I undertook a series of observations online, beginning in 2018. Upon embarking on this 
study, I had aimed to assess how groups were currently connecting and sharing 
knowledge, so I found a variety of sources related to collaborative housing and 
cohousing and began observing them. I also tried to assess what groups were active in 
Ireland presently, but there was little information online regarding this. When I joined 
CHL in June 2018, I realised that Facebook was their primary platform of use. I 
therefore decided to follow other groups’ publicly accessible Facebook pages, and 
observe their activities in parallel with my field work with CHL. These groups were 
based in the UK, a country not entirely dissimilar to Ireland, particularly regarding 
outlook on property, but a country with support in place to assist with collaborative 
housing endeavours. In the following sections I present the outcomes of my online 
observations of Irish and UK resources and groups, including LILAC and OWCH, two 
of the UK’s most well-known cohousing communities. 
 
7.2.1 Online Resources in Ireland 
An important component of this study was to observe the technological interventions 
currently employed in Irish collaborative housing communities, cohousing resources or 




directories or resources can prove to be invaluable for communities worldwide as they 
offer guidance and support. However, each resource is only of use to communities or 
people in the specified location, as the information provided is location specific. 
Therefore, assessing what was available to groups in Ireland was important to 
understand what shared or established knowledge is circulating in Ireland. In this 
section I will explain what I found when searching for Irish resources. Some of these 
findings were also presented in a paper I co-authored for the ‘Socio-technical aspects 
on circular and collaborative economy’ conference, which took place in Tarragona, 
Spain in 2018 (O’Shea, Avram and O’Murchú 2018). 
 
Irish cohousing groups, co-operatives, and other community initiatives are listed on a 
GitHub page10. The aim of this resource is to provide a listing of active initiatives in 
Ireland, relating to social issues like collaborative housing and community land trusts. 
It is unclear how often this resource is updated, or when it was last updated. However, 
as many of the currently active groups in Ireland are not listed on this resource, I assume 
that it has not been updated since at least 2018. 
 
 
Figure 29: GitHub 
 
The Irish Coop Housing Network is hosted at gitlab.io11 and advocates for joining a 
housing co-op. The platform allows users to ‘join’, filling in a survey to choose their 
 
10 https://fitzsij.github.io/CohousingIRE/  




preferred location, community type and skills, but when searching for groups it 
becomes clear that the resource was last updated in November 2016. This is unfortunate 
as it was collating information from interested individuals and reporting on the results 
of the survey, which may have been useful for groups in different counties for both 




Figure 30: The Irish Coop Housing Network 
 
Some active members of the emerging cohousing network in Ireland also use Loomio12 
as a forum to discuss a variety of interests. The Collaborative Housing Ireland forum is 
connected to the Irish Coop Housing Network website, so users are directed from one 
platform to the other. In 2018 the platform had seen renewed interest in creating a 
platform which would keep users up to date with collaborative housing in Ireland. 
However, there have been no more posts to-date on the forum. 
 





Figure 31: Loomio 
 
A Google Group, Co-HousingIreland13, also exists. It was set up as a way to keep in 
touch after one of the annual events, but as of April 2019 it recorded only 2 to 3 new 
threads every year, with no activity since then.  
 
 
Figure 32: Google Group 
 
The Irish Community Living Network platform was launched at the 2018 ‘Housing 
Ourselves’ conference, which was hosted by Cultivate in the Cloughjordan Ecovillage. 
Its creators were volunteers, one of whom has gone on to be the spokesperson for the 
Common Ground Cohousing group. Their intention was to connect everybody 
attending the event by registering them as they arrived. When launching the website at 
the event, the audience was told that the platform was designed to address issues that 
were identified through three workshop sessions in different cities across the country. 
The founders were also the administrators of the platform and their authorisation was 
needed for any and all updates or changes to various elements like the directory. In late-
2018 the platform had appeared to have been neglected, as a number of changes and 
 




updates Participant 3 and I had attempted to make regarding CHL were never approved. 
When contacted directly, the founders confirmed that they have moved on and they 




Figure 33: The Irish Community Living Network home page in 2018 
 
7.2.2 Online Resources Abroad 
In parallel with my field work I decided to explore the online presence of collaborative 
housing groups internationally as well as at home. I chose to focus on the UK as they 
are our closest geographical neighbour and could be considered the most similar nation 
to Ireland in terms of culture and outlook on property. As Facebook was the primary 
platform employed by CHL, I chose to focus on the Facebook pages and groups of 
cohousing groups in the UK to understand how different groups employed the same 
platform. 
 
I wanted to assess the kinds of information groups posted publicly, largely to see 
whether Facebook was an appropriate channel for the information they shared and 
whether people engaged with the content being posted. In total, I followed six UK-
based groups, some of whom were more active than others. I chose these specific 




that are actively working towards the development or construction of a cohousing 
community. I thought that these groups may have the most active online presences, as 
they are either seen as exemplar (in the case of OWCH and LILAC), or they have been 
inspired by a successful group and aim to follow similar trajectories. This section 
briefly outlines who the groups are, and the Facebook postings of the groups in terms 
of the content and frequency of posts. 
 
OWCH: One of the best-known cohousing groups in the UK is OWCH, or Older 
Women’s CoHousing14. This housing development exclusively houses women over 50 
years of age in London. A representative of the group spoke at SOA’s Cohousing Here 
conference in June 2019, and she spoke about the extensive process the group had to 
go through before finally constructing their cohousing development. In the early stages 
of my research, I found the OWCH website and Facebook page15 and started following 
them. I thought this would be an interesting case study, as the residents are older, and 
may not be technically proficient. In terms of their Facebook group, it is publicly 
accessible therefore I did not have to ‘join’. Posts are frequent, with Facebook’s 
algorithm estimating that there are 3 posts per day on average. In my experience, most 
of the posts are made by a single individual, but it is unclear whether this individual has 
been designated the job of posting on the group’s behalf, or if they are sharing of their 
own volition.  
 
 
Figure 34: OWCH Facebook Group 
 
In terms of content, posts vary from personal pictures and messages (for example, 
birthday wishes for women in the group) to shared images and articles from other 
groups. Events from other cohousing groups, and more recently events from the UK 
 
14 https://www.owch.org.uk/  




Cohousing Network are shared. Despite the frequency and variety of the posts, there is 
little engagement with the content, with most shared articles or events only receiving 
up to 4 ‘reactions’ on average. Personal posts (for example images of members and 
events) appear to have the most engagement, with upwards of 10 ‘reactions’.  
 
LILAC: Another well-known cohousing community in the UK is LILAC16, or Low 
Impact Living Affordable Community based in Leeds. Their development model is 
quite innovative, and they have had a lot of positive press since the beginning of their 
project. Many see them as an inspiration in terms of the model of living they have 
created. They often host open days for other groups or individuals to come to learn from 
their community and learn about their processes. Common Ground in Bray, Co. 
Wicklow have visited LILAC and have chosen to base their project on the LILAC 
model. In terms of their Facebook presence, they have one publicly accessible page17 
which they do not appear to use frequently. There are on average between 1 and 5 posts 
per month, with no apparent posting schedule.  
 
Figure 35: LILAC 
 
In 2019 the group hosted a LILAC Learning Series, in which individuals or groups 
could go to the community and learn about different aspects of their model. The group 
posted about these events on their Facebook page, and these appeared to be the most 
 
16 https://www.lilac.coop/  




frequently engaged-with posts, with many people sharing the event. For example, the 
final event in 2019 was posted to the Facebook page at the beginning of September 
2019 (the event was to take place on September 28th) and the post was shared 24 times, 
and liked 10 times (see Figure 38). The event was published on Eventbrite so that the 
public could purchase tickets. Again, in terms of content there was a mix of personal 
content (for example activities the group were doing), shares of posts from other 
cohousing groups, and shared news articles about cohousing.  
 
Figure 36: LILAC's Learning Series 
 
Cambridge K1 Cohousing Project: Also known as Marmalade Lane, Cambridge K1 
Cohousing is a multigenerational cohousing community whose idea dates back to 2000. 
However, their plans were put on hold due to the global financial crisis amongst other 
things, and their development was finally completed in late-2018. Due to the timing of 
the development and success of this project, I had been following them since the study 




the community and their communal activities, including their ‘1st Birthday’, marking 
one year since the community began living together in Marmalade Lane. They remain 
active on Facebook18, with multiple posts per month, with many featuring members of 
the community receiving up to 10 ‘reactions’. While the majority of the posts feature 
the community, they continue to post links to news articles and blog posts that endorse 
cohousing. Since the completion of the project, Marmalade lane has been featured in 
several news articles. These posts appear to attract the most reactions, presumably many 
of these reactions are from current community members. 
 
Figure 37: Cambridge K1 Cohousing Project, or Marmalade Lane 
 
Bridport Cohousing CLT: Although Bridport Cohousing CLT19 is not yet living in a 
cohousing arrangement, the group has purchased land and as of Spring 2020 they are 
starting the construction of their cohousing community. It has taken the group eleven 
years to get to this point. They aim to have over fifty homes in their community with 
extensive shared spaces. In terms of a Facebook20 presence, this group posts multiple 
times a day. They are extremely active on the platform, with many of their posts not 
directly relating to cohousing. Based on their postings, this group sees themselves as 
very socially conscious, with varied interests and concerns. Many of the posts that 
directly relate to the group refer to activities of individual members or training sessions 
that the group are undertaking as part of their cohousing endeavour, for example non-
 
18 https://www.facebook.com/CambridgeK1CoHousingProject  
19 https://bridportcohousing.org.uk/  




violent communication. Since COVID-19, the group has posted about online meetings 
and shared links to webinars that may be of interest to both the group members and the 
public. Despite their frequency of activity on Facebook, many of their posts are not 
reacted to. It is difficult to quickly find information from previous months as there is so 
much content to go through.  
 
 
Figure 38: Bridport Cohousing CLT 
 
Chapeltown Cohousing: Chapeltown Cohousing21, or ChaCo, are a cohousing 
community in Leeds. As of Summer 2020 they are in the construction phase of the 
project, having met as a group since 2010. They were inspired by LILAC, also in Leeds, 
and want to develop a sustainable, supportive and diverse community. They will have 
homes to buy and rent in the development. Chapeltown Cohousing actively encourages 
individuals who are not members to come to their monthly meetups, in much the same 
way that CHL does. As of May 2019, Chapeltown Cohousing says on their Facebook 
page22 that they meet in a nearby café on the first Saturday of every month at 11am.  
 
21 http://www.chapeltowncohousing.org.uk/  





Figure 39: Chapeltown Cohousing 
 
Their Facebook page has been used to advertise their group meetings, and they also 
share recipes and playlists inspired or created by their members. Engagement with posts 
is varied, with posts not directly related to ChaCo generally having <10 reactions (see 
Figure 42 for example), and posts that relate to the construction of the ChaCo project 
reaching 29 reactions with additional comments and shares (Figure 43). In terms of 
frequency, June 2020 was the first post of the calendar year with images of construction 
of the project. Prior to that, the group had been posting semi-regularly until July 2019, 
averaging 4-5 posts per month. 
 
 






Figure 41: A post linking to a news article about ChaCo 
 
Diggers and Dreamers: As the description on their Facebook page says, “Diggers & 
Dreamers is a not-for-profit collective whose aims are to dispel the myth that communal 
living came and went with the 1960's, and to bring the idea of communal living in all 
its varied forms to the attention of more people. To these ends, the collective has been 
publishing information about communal living since 1989 - in the form of printed books 
and the website23”. Despite them not being a ‘cohousing group’, they do actively 
support and encourage it, so I felt that it might be a useful and valuable resource to 
monitor on Facebook. The Facebook group24 is open to the public, so again I did not 
have to ‘join’. This group is very different to the others I had been following. The 
administrator(s)/editor(s) of the page rarely post to the group. The group is more 
focussed on member’s suggestions, requests, and opportunities. The majority of the 
posts in the group are from individuals who are either searching for housing 
 
23 http://www.diggersanddreamers.org.uk/  




opportunities or have land or property at their disposal and want to turn it into some 
form of collaborative housing/intentional community. Therefore, engagement with 
posts varies wildly based on individual interest. Comments on posts could be 
considered the main measure of engagement, but it is difficult to compare posts as each 
one is unique. The Diggers and Dreamers Facebook group serves as a mechanism for 
connecting like-minded individuals with similar goals, in locations across the UK. This 
was a very interesting page to follow and is a valuable tool for those in the UK wishing 
to connect to new communities or initiatives.  
 
 
Figure 42: Diggers and Dreamers 
 
Cohousing London East: This group formed in the summer of 2019. Since then, they 
have visited LILAC in Leeds, and there appears to be a core group of 5 who have been 
actively meeting. As this project is still relatively new, most of the posts on the 
Facebook25 page have been either news articles, or inspirational images/projects. 
However, they have also hosted open events and a workshop, similar to the work of 
CHL in early 2019. While the group meetings have not been publicly advertised on 
Facebook, they have made posts and comments which say to directly message the page 
to get involved with them.  
 






In April 2020 the group announced that they had obtained funding to meet with an 
advisor in community-led housing. This post had the most engagements, with 10 
reactions and 5 comments. Outside of that announcement, post reactions remained <10 
since the group joined Facebook. 
 
7.2.3 Summary and discussion of online observations 
Overall, it is clear that most successful cohousing communities in the UK do maintain 
an online presence, predominantly on Facebook, with many having websites of their 
own also. However, much of the engagement on these pages appears to be amongst the 
current residents of each community. It is not clear why this is the case. It is also not 
clear, or not stated by any of the groups, if they have a designated individual monitoring 
and posting updates from the groups. Over the course of my observations these groups 
have all posted links to news articles relating to cohousing, with some of these 
communities even being the focus of the articles. In this sense, it is clear that these 
communities want to spread their stories and experiences, but I am unsure what benefit 
it is having if the followers of these pages and groups are already interested in 
collaborative housing. This is also evidenced by the generally lower numbers of shares 
and reactions. However, generally speaking personal posts giving updates about the 
community and their members have higher levels of engagement and reactions. This 
suggests that the best way to engage with the followers of these pages is to post about 





7.2.4 UK Resources 
One of the first resources I found when researching collaborative housing in the UK 
was The UK Cohousing Network26. This network was established in 2007 following a 
cohousing conference. The aim of the UK Cohousing Network is to promote cohousing 
as a way of life, and to assist where possible in the development of cohousing 
communities. The website has a wealth of resources, including a directory of cohousing 
communities active in the UK, and a collection of research outputs that directly relate 
to cohousing in the UK. They have also been hosting webinars across May and June 
2020, some of which are explicitly for established groups and others for broader 
audiences. These webinars have been promoted by many of the UK cohousing groups 
mentioned previously. Clearly, this network is a very valuable resource for cohousing 
groups based in the UK as they provide inter-group support, as well as general support 
and guidance.  
 
 
Figure 43: The UK Cohousing Network website 
 
Another valuable resource I found was Community Led Homes27. This website aims to 
support all forms of co-operative and community-led homes, from bottom-up to top-
down approaches. Community Led Homes publish a variety of guides and research 
articles on their website, all of which are publicly accessible and aim to assist 
individuals, groups and local authorities in their co-operative and community-led 
housing endeavours. In particular, their 2017 publication of the co-operative and 
community-led homes guide would be of great use to any group in England or Wales 
looking for guidance on how to begin, who to get in touch with, and what support is 
available to them. Moreover, Community Led Homes undertake valuable research and 
 
26 https://cohousing.org.uk/  




publish the information they obtain in easy-to-read formats, for example ‘The true cost 
of living alone in Britain today’ (Community Led Homes 2019) which presents the 
research findings in an infographic form, in graphs and in charts.  
 
Figure 44: Excerpt from a Community Led Homes report 
 
Ultimately, these resources were inspirational when this study began, and I had been 
thinking about how Irish collaborative housing groups could be better supported. 
Unfortunately, there are no official organisations or public bodies in Ireland that deal 
specifically with any forms of community-led housing queries. This is one of the main 
hurdles that needs to be addressed if any form of collaborative housing is to have 
success in Ireland. Simply asking the UK Cohousing Network to open its membership 
to Irish communities would not be a solution, as the information hosted in this network 
is location specific. However, an Irish directory/repository in collaboration with 
organisations that are interested in supporting and pursuing all forms of alternative 
housing models may be a good start. I cannot say who should lead this endeavour, as 
all stakeholders should be heard before such a thing is developed but supporting cross-
organisational conversations and information exchange should be a top priority. 
 
Since COVID-19 restrictions have halted all in-person meetups for all cohousing 




Wrigleys Solicitors in the UK ran a webinar series based on community-led housing28, 
covering topics such as ‘Legal structures for community-led housing’, ‘Securing your 
site’, and ‘Maintaining harmony within a community-led housing group’ to name a few. 
These webinars were publicly accessible and delivered live via Zoom in the Summer 
of 2020. The webinars were recorded and are available to view upon creating an account 
with Wrigleys. Similarly, Wessex Community Assets ran a series of webinars29 
introducing various models of community-led housing, including cohousing, in May 
2020. 
 
While these webinars and online meetings were born out of necessity, I think there may 
be a viable future for these kinds of events, as these publicly accessible presentations 
allow for broader reach and increased participation.  
 
7.3 Online Presence of Collaborative Housing Limerick 
CHL maintains an online presence on several different platforms. Since my 
involvement began with CHL, I have been acting as an administrator for some of the 
more frequently used platforms in order to post relevant updates (i.e. news articles, 
group meeting dates). Each platform aims to serve a different purpose, and while some 
may be more utilised than others, each has their merits. Outreach/recruitment to-date 
has been done solely online, although the group had discussed putting an article or 
advertisement in the local newspaper in the early stages (May-July 2018). The online 
platforms used by the group, for example Facebook, Mail Chimp and the CHL website, 
and the reason for the adoption of each platform. 
 
7.3.1 Facebook 
The primary source of information exchange is the Facebook page30, which was the 
first platform used by the group. The Facebook page serves a number of purposes. First, 
it is used to share resources and news with followers. The page has 202 followers as of 
June 2020. There are six individuals (including myself) with admin/editor access to the 
 
28 https://www.wrigleys.co.uk/event/category/community-housing/  
29 https://www.eventbrite.co.uk/o/wessex-community-assets-28534596701  




page and can publish information as ‘Collaborative Housing Limerick’. However, the 
page is open, so any person without these admin/editor privileges can post information 
or links to the page. The miscellaneous posts made on the page generally reach between 
twenty-five and fifty people but pinned posts have reached up to 126 people. However, 
the engagement rate of posts is lower, with posts only getting about 10% engagement 
on average.  
 
The information we post on the page varies. Mostly, the posts relate to cohousing news 
or updates from other cohousing communities worldwide, but posts with higher 
engagement rates tend to be local news stories. These local news stories generally come 
from the local newspaper’s website or social media pages, and often relate to new 
developments or planning permission applications in the Limerick area. At monthly 
meetings these posts and news items feature on the agenda, as members present at the 
meetings would have seen the posts, would have read the articles, and would want to 
discuss how the group could contribute to new developments. In this sense, the 
Facebook page provides very valuable information in coordinating research notes. It is 
possible to track some discussions from the research notes back to posts made earlier 
in each month, prior to group meetings, for example, the ‘Colbert Project’ in Limerick 
City. News of this project was first picked up by the local newspaper in late-October 
2019 (Corbett 2019). The article was shared by one of the admins of the CHL Facebook 
page, and again a couple of days later by one of the editors. Following those shares, the 
group decided to meet in early November, and the November meeting research notes 
detail an extensive discussion about the Colbert Project. CHL’s introductory letter was 
submitted to the Land Development Agency in January 2019 for consideration in the 
Colbert Project. While this type of focussed activity did not happen every month, there 
was a correlation between local housing or development news stories shared on the 





Figure 45: A local news story posted on the CHL Facebook page 
 
The other most important use of the Facebook page was to inform members about 
upcoming meetings. For each monthly meeting, I would create an event. This event 
informed followers of the page of the time, date and location of the next monthly 
meeting. The event was publicly visible, and anybody that found it on Facebook could 
see these details and come to the event if they wished. The purpose of this was to allow 
anybody that was interested in collaborative housing to be informed as to the group’s 
activities and join if they wished. Over the course of my study, there were a number of 
occasions when new individuals attended meetings, and anyone who gave a reason 
always said that they had found out about the meeting after they “saw it on Facebook”. 
Many of these people only attended one or two meetings, but their attendance and 
interest was drawn through Facebook, making it the most important tool for the group 





Figure 46: Meeting notices were posted as events on the CHL Facebook page 
 
 
7.3.2 Mail Chimp 
In June 2018 when this study began, the group maintained only the Facebook page. It 
was a newly formed group, and it was uncertain where the membership was going, or 
what they wanted to do. As it was quite informal in the first few months there was no 
official mailing list, or emails, or mode of communication other than the Facebook 
page. This limited the conversation to a public forum, and any work done by the group 
would have to be discussed either publicly, or in-person at the monthly meetings. Email 
addresses from the individuals present at the first 3-4 meetings were collected, and a 
Gmail account was set up for CHL. This also gave access to a YouTube channel for 
any videos taken by the group, and to a shared Google Drive. 
 
In these early stages, emails were sent to the list of email addresses provided by the 
other participants. However, after realising that the group aimed to stay together and 
ideally recruit new members, it was decided that there would have to be another 
mechanism for keeping in touch and sending information that would be aimed at the 




to consider; if emails were being sent directly to individuals, they had no mechanism 
for opting out, the sender, would be in breach of data protection laws. For both of these 
reasons, it was decided that a mailing list with subscribe and opt-out options would be 
the best way for communicating directly with those that wanted to remain informed. 
Mail Chimp was one of the first automated marketing platforms that was suggested. 
Some of the members had used it for other projects in the past, and in their experience 
it worked well. They created a campaign template and group logo. I had the login details 
so that I could add or create campaigns where necessary, as my research notes and 
meeting minutes were valuable materials for the group.  
 
Figure 47: One of the Mail Chimp campaigns 
 
From early 2019, Mail Chimp was used for announcing meetings, sending doodle polls, 
and sending other time-sensitive links. While Facebook was still a valuable and active 
resource, some of the materials the group were working on were set to a self-imposed 




only reaching those who wished to remain part of the group, was better than posting to 
the Facebook page and hoping that the posts would be seen by them. 
 
7.3.3 Collaborative Housing Limerick Website 
In late-2018 following the group’s decision to host a public event, the idea of a CHL 
website was discussed. The group had been exploring different models of collaborative 
housing for nearly half a year, and in that time had come across a number of very useful 
resources. Most were posted to the Facebook page, but were becoming difficult to 
locate, as there were more and more news articles and updates being posted on that 
same page.  
 
As the public meeting was being organised for January 2019, it was decided that a 
publicly accessible customised website should be created. While the Facebook page 
was the most active platform for CHL, we realised that it was possible that not everyone 
in attendance would have a Facebook account. While the Facebook page is publicly 
accessible without an account, the Facebook platform funnels users into logging in or 
creating a profile by means of popups and large footers. This would potentially force a 
person to create an unwanted social media profile in order to keep up to date with the 
work of the group. However, a CHL website would create a publicly accessible 
presence that would not require any sign-up or registration with unwanted third parties. 
Participant volunteered to create the web presence and purchased a domain name prior 
to the public event so that the web address could be announced at the meeting, and any 





Figure 48: The CHL website 
 
In order to keep track of the most valuable collaborative housing resources and have a 
publicly accessible presence, the CHL website was created. WordPress was selected as 
content management system to support the website, as it is flexible and easily editable 
for anybody with the login details. The CHL website can be accessed 
www.collaborativehousinglimerick.ie. The website currently hosts a number of 
international resources for groups to learn from, links to external organisations that may 
be able to assist with collaborative housing projects, and short blog-style posts about a 
number of collaborative housing events hosted in 2019 by both CHL and other research 
groups. 
 
7.3.4 YouTube and Google Drive 
Upon creating a Gmail account for CHL, we also gained access to a host of Google 
applications and services, including YouTube and Google Drive. The public event in 
January 2019 was video recorded so that any group members that were unable to make 
it to the event could also learn from the presentations given on the night. These videos 
were edited in February 2019 and posted to the group’s YouTube channel31. The videos 
are publicly accessible. 
 





Figure 49: The CHL YouTube Channel 
 
CHL also utilised the Google Drive provided by the Google account. A shared folder 
was created in 2018 allowing anybody with the link to edit the content. The link was 
originally distributed through direct emails, and later through the Mail Chimp mailing 
list, so that anybody subscribed to the list could access and add to the shared folder. 
The folder contains a host of materials that were used by, and created by, CHL. At the 
time of the public meeting and subsequent vision workshop, the core group members 
all had tasks to complete. The output of these tasks - various surveys, introductory 
documents, information on other groups - were added to the shared folder so that 
anybody with the link could revise or edit these documents. As the work with the group 
progressed, readings and other useful resources were added to the folder, and in late 
2019 and early 2020, when the ‘Colbert Project’ was being discussed, the group 
members used the shared folders and documents to collaborate on materials that could 
be submitted to external agencies for consideration during the public consultation of 
the project. 
 





7.3.5 The Need for a Collaborative Housing Platform 
In late 2018 and early 2019 the idea of a dedicated collaborative housing platform was 
discussed within the CHL group and with the wider Irish cohousing network. Existing 
platforms such as Facebook were seen as very useful for sharing information and 
attracting interested people, but these interfaces are based on the idea of funnelling 
users to work and share within a particular framework, and can prove inflexible 
regarding how users may want to share and collaborate. Frequently, people told us they 
did not want to use Facebook. In the spring of 2019, before the Dublin Cohousing Cafe, 
we reached out to the individuals who owned the Irish Community Living Network 
website, in an attempt to support them revive it and help with moderation, but the 
attempt failed as the individuals had moved on and were not interested anymore.  
 
One of the research questions I had at the beginning of this study was “how can 
collaborative housing communities in Ireland be supported and connected?” With this 
question in mind, the idea of a dedicated platform, through which communities in 
Ireland could connect with one another and exchange knowledge in the domain of 
collaborative housing, seemed promising. While the conversations initiated via the 
Facebook page did have immense value to CHL, serving as its primary communication 
and information exchange tool, there lies a problem in the fact that posts and 
information are at best only reaching half of the followers of the page. Some people 
who ‘follow’ the Facebook page may never see any of the posts due to algorithms that 
rule Facebook content consumption, and the only reliable ways to take advantage of 
their algorithms is to pay for advertising. During my involvement with the group there 
had never been any contribution or investment of money, and it was often a topic that 
was skirted around. With this preference for communication tools that were free to use, 
we discussed the exploration of unpaid options. After weeks of research on Open 
Source, free to use platforms, we were recommended HumHub32, an open source social 
networking platform that was tried for another project I was involved in . While we had 
no experience with the platform, it looked promising and flexible, and could host 
multiple groups, pages and users.  
 





After attempting to install it ourselves over the summer of 2019, we found a 
postgraduate student who volunteered to create the Collaborative Housing Hub using 
the HumHub software. Most of the other group members were busy over the summer, 
so CHL had taken a break for July and August with plans to meet again in September. 
Over this time, we customised the Collaborative Housing Hub, which was aimed at 
supporting the entire Irish cohousing network. I first created a Collaborative Housing 
Limerick ‘space’ on the platform and started experimenting. By the time our meetings 
started again in September, we arranged to pilot the Hub with the core group members 
and assess whether the platform suited the members’ needs and if they would consider 
using it regularly. Further on, we also created a number of other ‘spaces’ in order to 
assess how other communities could also make use of the Hub if it were to be successful 
with CHL.  
 
Figure 51: The Dashboard of the Hub 
 
The HumHub-based platform has a number of functions, including a messaging service 
and a wiki feature, both of which we envisioned being useful for CHL. Up to the point 
of installation, the only mechanism individual members had of connecting with other 
individuals was Facebook, so this platform aimed to provide a new mechanism where 
discussions could be continued between group members. We planned to use the wiki 
function as a way of recording the work of CHL, including a wiki page for the meeting 




group would always have access to it and it would be editable to all members of the 
space. 
 
Figure 52: Spaces on the Hub 
 
The platform was also envisaged as a tool that could be utilised by other collaborative 
housing groups in Ireland, and any other research groups or organisations that were 
contributing to the discussion of collaborative housing in an Irish context. A space 
could be created for each new group, which only they would have access to, and a 
shared ‘Welcome Space’ was meant to allow  all the users to have a joint conversation 
and to organise at national level. 
 
The idea of the platform and the intent behind it were discussed with people outside of 
CHL and there was enthusiasm from those that I had spoken to. Some were enthused 
with the idea of having all collaborative housing information in the one space. Other 
groups that I had spoken to felt somewhat relieved that they could benefit from the work 
of others, and that they wouldn’t have to ‘reinvent the wheel’ at each step in the process. 
Overall, it seemed that there was a desire from those attending events in 2019 to have 





Using The Hub 
In July 2019, core members of CHL were invited to join the ‘Collaborative Housing 
Limerick Space’33. I joined the space upon receiving an invitation email and explored 
the functionalities. It appeared quite similar to Facebook, but it was not littered with 
unnecessary information or advertisements. At the point of joining, only two other 
members had accepted invitations. In the CHL space there was a ‘stream’ which is 
similar to Facebook’s ‘News Feed’. Any public updates would appear in this stream in 
reverse-chronological order (i.e. latest updates were at the top of the stream). There was 
also a wiki section in the CHL space, which had yet to be populated.  
 
Figure 53: The Collaborative Housing Limerick space on the Hub 
 
Emails had been sent to six other participants, but only four in total joined the CHL 
space. One of the members, Participant 10, had taken notes during the signup process, 
which alerted us to some potential issues. Firstly, there appeared to be a security issue 
when she tried to access the Hub’s URL (Figure 40). She had an internet security service 
downloaded on her computer, which this issue was originally attributed to, however 
upon entering the web address on another computer we found that this was an issue 
with the site itself. This made her wary of using the Hub, as she felt it may be unsafe to 
use. Considering the membership of CHL is largely individuals aged 40+, some of 
whom do not have much experience with internet security, this was a serious issue.  
 






Figure 54: Warning when accessing the Hub 
 
Another issue encountered were the invitations themselves. Invitations were sent to six 
people (including me) but we could see that only three had accepted. When speaking 
with Participant 4, we discovered that the invitation had not been received, and he 
therefore could not sign up. As the sign-up was proving challenging for multiple 
individuals, and the Hub was appearing as ‘not private’, thus making people wary of 
using it. The issue required more research, and as the main priority had become the 
vision document, we decided to focus on it. The editing of the vision document 






Figure 55: The wiki feature in the CHL space of the Hub 
 
As none of the group members had any experience with configuring the platform or 
dealing with the technical aspects of this particular software, the signup and security 
issues were not going to be a quick fix. We attempted to find technical support outside 
the group. The current study was also coming to a close, and no other members were 
available for taking over the management of the Hub, so this is still an issue to be 
solved. A couple of posts had been made on it, and the wiki had two active pages, but 
there were no documents or other information on the Hub that would be lost, as the 
shared material there had been posted originally on the Google Drive.   
 
Ultimately, the intention to create a dedicated collaborative housing platform for all 
cohousing groups in Ireland was not possible in the limited time of this study, due to 
technical difficulties and a shift in priorities. The HCI researcher aspect of my role in 
this study encouraged me to pursue a socio-technical contribution, however the course 
that the action research approach to this study took favoured the primary objective of 
the group at that moment in time. The priorities for CHL at the time included the 
creation of a vision document or charter, as well as seeking visibility within a public 
consultation. While the existing tools were far from perfect, they were sufficient for 
what the group needed at the time.  
 
In any future studies that aim to develop a technological solution for communities, the 
fields of interaction design and user experience design, as well as design methodologies 




the tools that communities use. Firstly, make the experience of use enjoyable, and 
secondly to assess and design for the actual needs of a community. Presently there is 
little connecting the collaborative housing communities of Ireland digitally. Many 
avenues have been explored and subsequently abandoned, as is evidenced in this thesis. 
But there is so much potential for improvement, or indeed the creation of a long-lasting 
connection between individuals and groups that are pursuing the same goal. Each group 
has so much knowledge that has neither been documented nor shared with other groups; 





















In this section I discuss the findings from this study, including the potential role for 
technology in assisting the cohousing community of Ireland. I also introduce a proposed 
model for cohousing groups, outlining the steps new groups could take when forming 
a group and seeking financial and development assistance. 
 
8.2 General Discussion 
Throughout my study I realised that while collaborative housing appears to be a 
relatively straightforward concept, in which people come together to create their own 
housing solutions based on their own individual needs, the country is rife with 
misconceptions of what “collaborative housing” is. Similarly, “cohousing”, 
“community-led housing”, “co-operative housing”, “community land trust” and other 
associated terms are met with suspicion, mistrust or confusion. There appears to be 
resistance to the exploration of alternative forms of housing from policy makers and 
government agencies, but there are a number of communities in Ireland actively 
exploring how to make their visions reality. During discussions I have had, members 
of the public who are not aligned with any collaborative housing communities have 
remarked that “it’s not going to be for everybody”. Those exploring collaborative 
housing accept and embrace that. But that does not mean that collaborative housing 
does not have a place in Ireland. The findings from this study suggest a number of key 
points with regard to collaborative housing in an Irish context. 
 
Firstly, I note that my initial avenues of exploration in this study (i.e. the online 
presence of collaborative housing communities and their ability to communicate and 
coordinate online) was too focused on technology. There are other key steps to take 
before this can be a priority or avenue for further study or improvement, namely the 




in Ireland. Coincidentally, Self-Organised Architecture (SOA) had come to a similar 
conclusion from their own assessment of the housing landscape in Ireland and 
involvement with communities from an architectural and urban planning perspective. 
They have since embarked upon a year-long research project with a number of 
collaborative housing communities in Ireland in order to assess what difficulties 
communities are encountering when trying to progress with their projects. This project 
aims to create a guide for communities to enable them to explore viable solutions for 
the variety of issues they may encounter as they endeavour to create their own 
alternative housing solutions. I believe that this is the first and most important step to 
developing a community-led, or collaborative, housing landscape in Ireland. Only with 
a framework, or roadmap, like this in place will communities stand a chance at 
achieving their housing goals, as they can limit their mis-steps and follow a path that 
has been explored, and proven to be best practice.  
 
Drawing on the first point, the exploration of alternative housing models appears to be 
non-existent from a citizen’s perspective of governmental actions. While the country is 
experiencing a housing crisis - and has been for at least a decade - the model of housing 
the government is actively pursuing, developing, and constructing, is more often than 
not the standard family house, i.e. 3-4 bedroom, semi-detached, housing estate. This is 
the tried-and-trusted model from the government’s perspective, the developers’ 
perspective, the financial institutions’ perspective, and the architects’ perspective. 
Essentially, any model of home – including terraced houses or even apartment blocks 
– that does not require customisation or consultation. These are also the ‘easiest’ models 
to create, as there is no resident involvement, and other practical reasons (for a 
developer). However, this model of housing is quite limiting, and is not suited to the 
entire population. The exploration of ageing in place should be considered by the 
government and local authorities when developing new homes. As life circumstances 
change, so too do the needs of the individual or family in terms of housing. What may 
have suited the ‘nuclear family’ at the beginning of their lives together may not suit 
them in the future. There are few options available to those who do not conform to the 
social institution of a nuclear family, and their needs should also be considered in the 
development of housing. That being said, as the participants in this study have 




demanded. The people of Ireland and the ruling authorities need to view housing 
through a different lens. Housing is not a commodity or an investment opportunity, but 
a human right. In 2018, Leilani Farha, the UN’s special rapporteur for adequate 
housing, advocated for housing to be legislated for as a right in Ireland (Burns 2018). 
Only when this realisation is made, and this change of mindset legislated for, will the 
housing landscape of Ireland change. 
 
Compounding the idea of housing as a commodity, home ownership is seen as the 
‘ideal’ for the majority of the population. While there has been increased reliance on 
the rental market and social housing, particularly in the past decade since the collapse 
of the global economy, these avenues are often seen as temporary, less ‘secure’, or less 
acceptable for long-term living. These two mechanisms for securing housing differ 
greatly from one another; social housing is allocated by the local authorities to 
individuals and families that meet certain criteria, and while the rental market is 
regulated, the costs of private rental are often not affordable for the average family. 
This leaves many people in difficult situations, in which they cannot afford to rent in 
the private market, but they also earn too much to be eligible for social housing. 
Therefore, many people see owning a home as not only acquiring an asset but avoiding 
this insecure position in the housing landscape. Again, this ties back to the idea of a 
culture surrounding property in Ireland as explored in chapter 2. This is not the outlook 
that most Europeans have, with many in Scandinavia and mainland Europe relying on 
rental accommodation and housing provided by the respective municipalities. 
 
In addition, I have found through my informal discussions with CHL group members, 
and other individuals I have met at various events over the course of this study, is that 
the issue actually can be reduced to two key elements; the idea of ‘security of tenure’ 
in which a person can be guaranteed a home to live in for the entirety of their lives, 
where a lack of trust between landlord and tenant was manifest, and the ‘asset’ that 
owning a home provides, as this can guarantee the security of tenure for any 
descendants that a person may have. If both of these elements could be addressed 




possible to assure people that home ownership is not the only way to secure a home for 
life.  
 
8.3 Additional Challenges for Cohousing in Ireland 
This section presents an overview of additional challenges that collaborative housing 
projects face in Ireland presently. 
 
8.3.1 Finances  
One of the biggest challenges facing the collaborative housing communities of Ireland 
is access to finances. While there are some community financing options available in 
Ireland, lending money for a collaborative housing development can be more complex. 
While it does benefit a community, a new housing development does not directly 
benefit the wider, non-collaborative housing community in which a development would 
be located. For many community financing options available in Ireland, there has to be 
a demonstrable or tangible benefit for the wider community in which the money is being 
loaned to, so these funds may prove more difficult to access for collaborative housing 
developments. Currently, the credit unions in Ireland are prevented from loaning money 
specifically for mortgages. Credit unions by their very nature are community-centred 
and community-run establishments, and may prove to be the most flexible and 
promising avenue for collaborative housing communities to explore for financial 
assistance, but until the law changes to allow for mortgages with the credit unions, their 
assistance will be very limited.  
 
8.3.2 Legal Structures 
Similarly, many of the collaborative housing or cohousing communities in the UK are 
supported by trusts, namely community land trusts (CLTs). These do not exist as a legal 
form in Ireland at present, but the communities of Ireland are currently exploring this 
idea. If policies are to change in the near future to allow for the development, and 
actively support, the creation of CLTs, this could assist groups nationwide who are 




to be held in trust, as per the guidelines of CLTs, individuals would only then be liable 
for the ownership costs associated with the home itself.  
 
8.4 Phases of Cohousing 
There have been some attempts to define a ‘process’ for cohousing, with some applying 
Tuckman’s (1965) developmental sequence for small groups (see for example, Jarvis 
2011 and Ruiu 2016), which presents the stages of “Forming, Storming, Norming and 
Performing”. Forming refers to the initial work being done by individuals with the 
intention of becoming a collective. This phase is never ‘over’ in the case of cohousing 
in my experience, as groups can proceed with the storming and norming phases, but 
still be open to finding new members and undertaking work to include new members. 
Storming refers to the phase in which conflicts may arise - differences of opinion or 
desire, etc. It is in this phase that people are most likely to drop out of the group. 
Norming refers to the phase of decision making and agreement, in which most of the 
big decisions are made and in the case of cohousing, consensus is usually sought. 
Performing refers to the act of working effectively as a group. These ideas can easily 
be translated to the work and organisation of community-led initiatives like cohousing, 
as these are consecutive actions that lead to either continued performing or 
“adjourning” (disengagement). For many groups, the initial iteration of this process 
leads to adjourning, which is not to say complete dissolution, but certainly put on hold. 
While most literature on this developmental process in cohousing settings has been 
applied to existing and successful communities, it does not showcase the stages as a 
process.  
 
Other organisations or supports have created detailed sequences for pursuing 
cohousing. The UK Cohousing Network, for example, has produced a ‘Route to 
Cohousing’ infographic34 in Figure 57 to detail how they suggest groups proceed with 
their endeavours. While this is a detailed, and useful resource for groups in the UK, it 
hinges on the existence of the active UK network and therefore the ability to recruit 
new members and find resources from this central directory. Membership to the UK 
Cohousing Network starts at £15 per year, and this allows members the freedom of 
 




exploration and connection based on interests and desires. This resource does not 
include groups in the Republic of Ireland. The information on UK legal and financial 
structures is not directly transferable to Ireland, therefore much of the support offered 
by the UK Cohousing Network cannot be translated easily for groups in Ireland.  
 
However, the ‘route to cohousing’ infographic does present a comprehensive 
assessment of what challenges are to be overcome with any cohousing project. Based 
on this infographic, as well as my personal experience over the course of this study, I 
have identified four key areas in which challenges usually arise for collaborative 
housing groups, and which are required to be overcome if a project is to succeed. These 
are: ‘Forming’, ‘Financing’, ‘Locating’ and ‘Constructing’.  
 
Forming refers to the formation of a collective or group of people that wish to pursue a 
cohousing project. Forming can be one of the biggest challenges any group can face, as 
the members of the group have to align their goals in order to proceed and succeed in 
their projects.  
 
Financing refers to both financing any group activities (team building, renting space to 
meet in, etc.) as well as funding the project itself. This includes funding for project 
management, land acquisition, planning permission, drafting the plans together with the 
group, and the actual construction. Finance can be a difficult conversation topic for 
many people, but it is necessary to discuss and explore personal finances, credit 
potential and other external financing options for a community.  
 
Locating refers to the identification and acquisition of sites or properties that the group 
wishes to build on or renovate.  
 
Finally, Constructing refers to both the design of the community and construction of 










8.5 An Irish Model of Cohousing 
While the Danish model of cohousing, featuring predominantly home ownership and 
low-rise developments appears to be the most aligned with that of the Irish property 
landscape, not all elements may suit Ireland. Therefore, in developing a collaborative 
housing model in Ireland, the individuals involved may create a new ‘model’ of housing 
to suit Ireland. In order to do this, groups must take a strategic approach to their 
endeavours. Combining the aforementioned key project areas of Forming, Financing, 
Locating and Constructing, and the theory of developmental stages of small groups, 
proposes an outline of how cohousing groups can structure themselves from the initial 
exploration of cohousing to moving into their new development. Figure 58 is my 
“Guide for Cohousing Groups” which details how these concepts and resources can be 
combined. This new matrix points to the key challenges s group can face when 









This matrix has intentionally been designed in a way that allows groups to obtain an 
overview of the four main challenges they will face in their collaborative housing 
lifecycle, as opposed to suggesting a particular path or ‘route’. This allows groups to 
follow their own path, in which they may simultaneously embark on multiple phases. 
For example, Financing and Locating may be simultaneous processes, as one may 
dictate the other. This matrix leaves the actual route pursued by any group to be dictated 
by the group themselves. 
 
In developing the matrix in Figure 58 I also referred to materials (zines35) created by 
SOA as a result of their research on cohousing and current protocols for development 
in Ireland. Four such zines were created; one introduces the concept of cohousing and 
explores how groups can form and describes potential models for living. The second 
speaks to land ownership and development processes, including what options are 
available for accessing land. The third zine focuses on financing and includes 
information on what financing options are currently available in Ireland. Finally, the 
fourth zine details ‘strategies for participatory design and affordable construction’. I 
would suggest that any group taking a community-led approach to housing should refer 
to these zines at each stage of the process they are in.  
 
Based on the matrix from Figure 58, I assessed how Collaborative Housing Limerick 
progressed in their own collaborative housing endeavour. This can be found in figure 
59. From this, CHL were successful in reaching Phase 1, Step 4, which is that the group 
solidifies their ideas or vision into a charter or statement of intent. However, the process 
of getting to step 4 of the first phase took approximately a year and a half. While the 
group is now in a position to move forward based on this model, the overall reluctance 
to speak to financial matters persists within the group. When finances were explicitly 
referred to in the February 2019 workshop, there were many question cards with no 
responses, and many cards with ‘don’t know’ written on them. The cards were 
anonymous so it was not possible to identify the authors, which suggests that those in 
attendance were either unwilling to discuss their financial standing for either privacy 
reasons, general discomfort, or were unwilling to commit to the collaborative housing 
project. Therefore, it is unclear how CHL will progress to phase two, Financing.  
 











While this new structure has not been tested, and is a simplified mechanism for 
exploring collaborative housing, it describes the key challenges groups will face if they 
are to succeed in their endeavours. I also suggest that this structure can be applied to 
most forms of collaborative housing, or forms of housing that are community- or 
resident- led.   
 
8.6 The Role of Stakeholders 
One question that has been raised throughout this study in discussions with other 
stakeholders (groups, architects, developers) is who should take responsibility for these 
projects, and what roles should each set of stakeholders have in a collaborative housing 
development. The stakeholders in the collaborative housing domain have been outlined 
in chapter 5 of this thesis.  
 
By definition, collaborative housing is a resident- or community-led endeavour, but the 
citizens that are involved in these groups are rarely experts in the area of housing 
development, so I would argue that while they can be the leaders of the community 
aspect of the development, and should be involved in all other phases, they cannot 
assume total responsibility for the project. 
 
In other countries the process of development for collaborative housing differs. For 
example in the Netherlands, an architecture firm, Space & Matter created a new, 
architect-led model: they identify available land and design a cohousing development 
that suits the plot, and look for prospective residents once the plans have been 
finalised. In countries like Sweden and Germany, the municipality creates new 
cohousing developments and residents rent their homes.  
 
On the other hand, there have been community groups that form organically with a 
rough idea of what they want, and then hire architects to design their ideal home. So far 
in Ireland the majority cohousing endeavours have been entirely community-led. 
However, Limerick City and County Council have recently begun to explore the 
regeneration of the Georgian core in Limerick city centre and are considering the 




housing groups active in Ireland, as there is potential for other local authorities to follow 
the lead of Limerick City and County Council. 
 
The question who should assume the leadership and control of a cohousing 
development is a rhetorical one. Each country had different conditions, and each group 
is different, and may require a different level of assistance from the experts in each 
field, but community involvement should be a key consideration when developing any 
form of collaborative housing. 
 
8.7 The Role of Technology 
There is huge potential for technology to assist with the endeavours of collaborative 
housing groups nationwide. However, like collaborative housing, I suggest that the 
design of a new platform should be done in a participatory way and designed by 
experienced designers in consultation with stakeholders. Several collaborative housing 
platforms have been implemented over the past number of years (and have been 
explored in this thesis in chapter 7). While one platform, the Irish Community Living 
Network, was purported to have been designed as the result of three workshops held 
around the country, it never reached its potential as the creators moved on to a new 
project shortly after its deployment. At the official launch of this resource, which 
occurred in June 2018 at the Housing Ourselves conference, the attendees seemed 
enthusiastic about the new platform as it allowed them to see the active communities in 
Ireland, and provided contact details and a directory. These were clearly features that 
were requested by workshop participants, and those in attendance were pleased that 
their wants had been accounted for. The attendees were asked to take some time to sign 
up to this platform at the conference, and most did. Unfortunately, in the months that 
followed the conference the platform was abandoned by its creators (and the only 
administrators of the resource) and the attempt to create a collaborative housing 
community online platform in Ireland did not succeed. Despite this, the platform did 
show potential. There were useful and requested features included on it, and it allowed 





While the Hub platform has not been fully implemented for various reasons, I have 
drawn a number of conclusions from the attempted intervention. Firstly, the design of 
the platform should be a collaborative endeavour. While I did have an understanding of 
the importance of user-centred design and participatory design approaches, the 
implementation of the platform was mistimed for taking any participatory approach, as 
the group were taking a summer break and therefore were not available to collaborate 
with. Upon returning from this break there was a platform in place and members did 
not have a chance to express their needs or desires. This may have influenced the 
adoption of the platform, as there was no feeling of ‘ownership’ over the platform.   
 
Secondly, coming from a computer science background, I thought of the potential 
benefits of utilising open source platforms, but from a participants’ perspective, this is 
not relevant. Ideologically speaking, the open source movement encourages 
collaboration and freedom of development, and this philosophy aligns with that of the 
collaborative economy, and by extension, collaborative housing. Open source platforms 
offer a level of transparency that is not available in proprietary platforms like Facebook. 
It also offers the users’ choice, allowing for much more customisation and 
individualisation, and there is often a lot of community support when troubleshooting. 
However, we encountered many problems when trying to configure the platform, send 
invitations, and encourage use, none of which were an issue when using other 
mainstream platforms. Ultimately, while open source software is the route of choice for 
many computer scientists, and those that live by a collaborative philosophy, this does 
not mean it is the right choice of software for all collaborative communities. 
 
Finally, while technology is constantly advancing and it may seem that new innovations 
could enhance the communication and collaboration efforts of groups of people, there 
are other challenges and objectives that take precedence, and reverting to the tried-and-
tested methods of communication is not a failure. Since this study has ended, SOA are 
progressing with their project to support collaborative housing communities in Ireland, 
and the co-founder of Cultivate is leading a series of monthly video calls to try maintain 






8.8 Developing a Community of Practice 
As mentioned in chapter 2, within a community knowledge sharing is key to continued 
success and is one of the core principles of creating communities of practice (Wenger, 
McDermott and Snyder 2002). A community of interest, however, is a community in 
which social interaction around a common interest is the defining feature. This is not 
necessarily knowledge sharing, but forging connections with others that have similar 
interests. I believe at the end of this study this is the point that the community of 
cohousing enthusiasts reached in Ireland, and I think that if there is to be any continued 
progress, the bridge between community of interest and community of practice must be 
crossed. A community in which knowledge and expertise are actively shared lay the 
groundwork for a community's prosperity and longevity. Therefore, establishing and 
maintaining a community of practice may be one of the most important steps to be taken 
for this national community.  
 
As part of the Road Mapping project being undertaken by SOA, they have also made 
this realisation and have attempted to facilitate a community of practice for their 
participants. Some groups in Ireland have achieved levels of success, but as these 
communities are distributed across the country, the steps to success are not being shared 
regularly, and there is little-to-no record of how communities are progressing. The true 
success of this community of practice will only be established if those who initiated it 
can take a step back at some point in the future and the community remains active. 
Moreover, while many of the participants of this project are members of active groups 
in Ireland, it is unclear if this community of practice developed for this specific Road 
Mapping project will be open to new members, either now or at a later date. If the CoP 
is to become one of the newest mechanisms for cross-group communication in Ireland, 
it will have to open up to, and share knowledge with, new members and groups. 
 
Finally, in the era of COVID-19, many workforces, social gatherings and events have 
moved online. At this time, there is an even greater emphasis on seamless 
communication mechanisms, with Zoom, Skype and other video conferencing tools 




online interactions have become the new normal, collaborative housing communities 
may need to consider how they can keep up momentum and progress without in-person 
meetings and therefore may need to reconsider the tools and mechanisms they use for 
maintaining connections remotely. While the pandemic has halted the progress of CHL, 
it may also prove to be an opportunity to open the group up to new mechanisms for 
keeping in touch. Any new community of interest or community of practice should take 
these new issues into consideration, as restrictions may not be lifting any time soon. 
 
8.9 Infrastructuring and the Shift to Institutioning 
As of now in Ireland, any digital platform that has been developed has been done so by 
volunteers. There have been no partnerships, no sponsorships, only those who want to, 
and know how to, develop new platforms have done so. Relying solely on voluntary 
actions to create the infrastructures that communities rely on, as opposed to contracted 
professionals or institutions, will likely lead to the scenario in which the creators of the 
Irish Community Living Network found themselves, and the scenario in which I have 
found myself - having to move on to a new project, and leaving things unfinished. This 
means that some of the platforms that have been created are abandoned, as the 
volunteers who run them can no longer maintain them.  
 
While the initial desire for change in the housing landscape of Ireland may have to 
come from the people, there are some in positions of power that also want to see change, 
want to encourage those in search of change to speak up, and want to listen to the ideas 
of the public. While this could be considered unusual in the landscape of politics, some 
of those involved in developing and creating housing across Ireland are passionate 
about providing homes and listening to people about their ideas. John Moran, the chair 
of the Land Development Agency was present at the Limerick Spring housing 
workshop, and actively spoke about how much they would like to hear from the people 
of the city speak about the future of their city. He also extended the deadline for citizen 
feedback and input on an upcoming housing project in the city and seemed genuine in 
his own love of the city and passion for the potential it had. Many organisations are 
genuinely interested in listening to citizens and in helping them achieve their goals. 




in power, citizens have not fully adopted these mechanisms or have difficulties in 
fnding and using them.  
 
If the network of collaborative housing activists in Ireland engage with institutions, or 
advocate for the creation of new ones, they may inspire change or build relations with 
existing institutions, or indeed promote the emergence of new ones (Teli, Lyle 
and  Sciannamblo 2018). An association of cohousing groups/communities could 
represent their interests at national level much better than each individual group 
separately. 
 
8.10 Changing the outlook on property 
One of the biggest concerns raised by participants in this study is the idea of a ‘culture’ 
or a fixed mindset in relation to property in Ireland. Home ownership is seen by the 
majority of the population as the ultimate goal, a display of success and stability, and 
there has been a growth in negative attitudes toward those that do not own their homes 
(Laird 2019). Renting, as well as any other form of tenure are somehow considered 
lesser, and wasteful. In 1991, almost 80% of the Irish population owned their own 
homes (CSO 2016), but figures have consistently dropped since then, with 67.6% of 
the population owning their homes as of the 2016 census. Despite the significant 
reduction in home ownership, the desire for it has not reduced. Long-term plans of 
many Irish people includes owning a house, but recent economic struggles and the 
increased purchase and rental costs have put those plans on hold indefinitely for some.   
 
While it is difficult to pinpoint reasons for the development of this mindset of 
‘ownership is the only way to live’, it’s possible that it is historically rooted. Folk 
wisdom suggests that reasons for the development of this culture may include; “an 
innate yearning among a historically dispossessed people for the security of ownership; 
an obsession with land stemming back to the Famine years and beyond” (Horgan-Jones 
2019). If collaborative housing is to find any foothill in the Irish housing landscape, 
there will have to be a cultural shift to understanding and accepting that home 





Moreover, in some of the SOA Cohousing Cafés it has been mentioned by participants 
that this cultural attitude means that housing is seen by some as a commodity, as 
opposed to simply just a home. Extensive investment in property by companies and 
wealthy individuals, coupled with land hoarding has contributed to the housing shortage 
the country finds itself facing. This view of land and property as commodities allows 
‘valuable assets’ to be sold to the highest bidder at the owners leisure, which could 
otherwise be purchased at a reasonable price for the development of much-needed 
housing. While compulsory purchase orders can be enforced in certain circumstances 
which gives the ownership of the land back to the relevant local authorities, generally 
speaking the sale or occupation of land and dwellings are at the hands of the landlords, 
who, more often than not, have multiple properties. If the state is to address the housing 
issues caused by the economy, the market, and the commodity that housing has become, 
it will need to decommodify housing, explore alternative housing provision routes to 
diversify the public housing system, and reframe housing as a human right, rather than 
an investment opportunity. 
 
One of the biggest challenges that all communities in Ireland are facing is changing the 
mindsets of the general public regarding collaborative models of housing. Until there 
is a level of acceptance for, or at minimum, an understanding of collaborative housing 
in the Irish landscape, I fear there may be quite a lot of resistance shown towards 
collaborative housing by potential neighbours, and collaborative housing may fall 
victim to the ‘NIMBY’ (Not In My Back Yard) attitude. 
 
While both policy change and a public mindset change will both be required for 
collaborative housing to succeed in Ireland, it is difficult to say which will – or should 
– come first. If policy is to change to support collaborative housing endeavours, groups 
may have more avenues open for practical exploration. However, if that does not come 
in parallel with a more open mindset from the public, a group may struggle to find an 
appropriate site in which they will receive the support (or more importantly, lack of 





9 Conclusions and Future Work 
 
9.1 Introduction 
In this section I present the conclusions I have drawn from this extensive study, 
including advice for researchers embarking on similar ethnographic studies. I also point 
to a number of areas in which work can be done by all stakeholders in collaborative 
housing, including researchers. 
 
9.2 Conclusions 
Over the course of this study I have encountered a variety of stakeholders, from people 
in positions of authority in the housing landscape, to citizens interested in collaborative 
housing. Overall, my experience with all groups has been positive and enjoyable, and 
it is clear to me that many people in Ireland are searching for a new way of living. It is 
wonderful to see such a strong environmentally and ecologically conscious thread 
running through this community. 
 
I have learned so much over the past three years, most of which came from the 
community of people that welcomed me with open arms. I have also experienced the 
difficulty of maintaining an objective researcher’s head while being so involved with 
the participants of a study. It truly is a difficult line to walk when setbacks are felt as 
your own and progress is too. While I did not have the pleasure of experiencing some 
of the bigger steps of a collaborative housing development – planning, constructing, 
moving in – I did experience all that forming a group entails. While it was by no means 
easy, and indeed frustrating at times, it was an authentic experience full of lessons. 
Hindsight would tell me to suggest the creation of the vision document at an earlier 
stage, for example. But upon leaving the group I felt that I had genuinely experienced 





As a researcher there are a number of areas in which I believe I have made 
contributions. Firstly, I have undertaken an assessment of the current housing landscape 
of Ireland. Literature on the topic was at times difficult to find, therefore I hope to have 
contributed somewhat to this body of knowledge. Secondly, I have undertaken two field 
trips and gained a wealth of experience from the two Danish cohousing communities I 
visited. I hope that I have contributed to the plans and aspirations of cohousing 
communities in Ireland, as I presented findings and anecdotes from these field trips at 
national events. Thirdly, I have undertaken an observational online study of the 
platforms available to Irish groups, and I have also observed the online presence of UK 
groups. I believe I have pointed to a number of challenges that technology may address 
in any future studies. I have also attempted to configure and implement a new platform. 
While I did not get the opportunity to co-design it with stakeholders due to the limited 
length of this study and the mistiming of its implementation, I believe there is still 
potential for the Hub and for other online resources to be developed to assist with the 
communication and coordination efforts of collaborative housing action groups 
nationwide. Finally, I have proposed a new model to guide cohousing groups, which 
outlines the phases and steps involved in developing a cohousing arrangement. This 
guide points to the various challenges groups will face if they are taking a community-
led approach to developing their own housing solutions.  
 
9.2.2 The future of Collaborative Housing 
As collaborative housing is only at its inception phase in Ireland there are a number of 
areas in which future work could be undertaken. Collaborative housing can be a 
notoriously lengthy process, with many communities taking a number of years to 
achieve their goals. There are so many things that can slow down a group, but in the 
early stages a lack of commitment from other members can delay any progress 
indefinitely. Also, some important decisions need to be made early in the process if the 
group is to succeed at all, for example how do they want decisions to be made. Many 
groups in Ireland have chosen sociocracy as their governance system, as these 
communities want all members to be included, and happy with the decisions made. I 




happiness) can be one of the most important aspects of a successful community. There 
are many other examples of successful cohousing communities that house happy and 
fulfilled residents. I have personally experienced two of these on my field trips, but I 
have read of many more. Each community faces their own challenges, but for the 
communities of Ireland the challenge is currently shared. If they are to navigate and 
overcome the ‘red tape’, they will have to work together and learn from each other. 
 
While this study has witnessed only small steps of progress in terms of developing a 
collaborative housing initiative,  changes are beginning to happen, and the ideas and 
communities are shaping the future. There are a number of communities in Ireland 
actively taking steps to achieving their goals despite the lack of external support.  
 
One avenue that may require a substantial amount of work is on the technological front. 
While this study originally set out to assess and explore the technological infrastructure 
currently used by collaborative housing groups nationwide, and then develop a platform 
to streamline communications between all stakeholders, I quickly realised that this 
ambition did not match the time available for this study. However, this may not be too 
far ahead for other activists or researchers in the field as the groups in Ireland are 
making a lot of progress and meeting much more regularly than they had been when 
my study began in 2018. In the near future, I think that the implementation of an online 
platform to support communication among and coordination of cohousing groups and 
other stakeholders in Ireland will be successful as there are more groups aware of each 
other now, as well as more national events and an increased awareness of collaborative 
housing in Ireland. The communities currently active in Ireland will not be able to create 
collaborative housing developments without support and guidance, which is where a 
future platform may prove to be invaluable, if we compare the Irish situation with the 
one in the UK. Each community can learn from another, as every group is different, 
and each face different challenges. Many may have faced the same challenges but taken 
different routes to try to overcome them. Rather than describing these developments 
through articles or blog posts, podcasting and video recordings of stories that cohousing 
groups share when they meet might provide a better way of dissemination. Our own 




Cohousing Here! conference are proving extremely popular and give groups and 
associations better online visibility. 
 
All of this experience would be wasted without a record of what avenues of exploration 
proved fruitful, which obstacles proved to be impossible to overcome, and which 
institutions, companies or individuals proved to be helpful, and which were not. 
Ultimately, the collaborative housing communities of Ireland need to be able to easily 
communicate with one another and learn from each other's experiences. However, at 
the moment groups have different mechanisms of communication both internally and 
externally, and there appears to be little-to-no communication between groups. This 
must change if the collaborative housing groups of Ireland genuinely want to make a 
change and make progress together. The new community of practice established since 
this study ended may provide the platform for these interactions to take place. 
 
Ultimately, there is a lot of work to be done in the area of collaborative housing in 
Ireland. Collaborative housing is a notoriously lengthy process even when there are 
supports in place to help communities achieve their goals, but in Ireland these supports 
do not currently exist. Researchers alone cannot make collaborative housing happen; it 
is ultimately a community endeavour. The communities of Ireland are actively trying 
to support one another and muddle their way through a complex system, and the odds 
are currently stacked against them, but they are passionate and driven, and I wish them 
every success with their endeavours. 
 
9.2.3 Reflection 
At the outset of this study, I was joining CHL for two reasons; the first and most obvious 
being research. The topic had not been explored by many Irish researchers, and I 
thought it was an interesting and worthwhile subject for exploration, and potentially a 
study full of challenges. However, I was also joining as a genuine participant. Having 
grown up in a tight-knit community, I was interested in pursuing the idea of community 
living for myself as an adult. At the January 2019 event hosted by CHL there was a 
presentation given by a student who grew up in a cohousing community in California, 




even more drawn to the cohousing model. Living in a community with people of 
different skill sets and interests presents ample opportunity for learning new things and 
connecting with new people. Collaborative housing presents an inherent opportunity to 
make new friends, acquire new hobbies, and live with like-minded individuals and 
families that make a home a happier, more fulfilling place. The principles and values 
that members of CHL wished to live by also align with many of my own principles. I 
believe sustainable and affordable living solutions are needed in Ireland, and without 
them the people of Ireland may be facing decades more of adults living with their 
parents, and landlords exploiting tenants. CHL members also want to grow their own 
food and provide a space for their members to work and undertake new hobby projects. 
Whenever this outdoor aspect was discussed, I thought of my Grandad who could grow, 
fix, or build anything and everything. He grew an assortment of fruit and vegetables 
that we would pick and eat together. The garage was always full of tools, and he tried 
to impress on me the importance of knowing how to do things myself. I have a much 
greater appreciation for the skills he tried to teach me now as an adult, and I appreciate 
that members of CHL are following this philosophy.  
 
I would like to stay in touch with members of CHL, and I will continue to follow the 
CHL Facebook page for updates, but I will be taking a step back from being a ‘core’ 
member as I am not currently in a position to commit and move with CHL to Phase 2 
of the Guide for Cohousing Groups. Working with CHL has solidified my opinions on 
sustainable housing solutions, on community-led housing, and on the benefits of 
community. However, it has also given me pause in pursuing collaborative housing in 
a landscape that does not support it (yet). The process will always be time consuming, 
but when the landscape is actively discouraging the pursuit of community-led housing 
in favour of developer-led housing, the task requires so much more commitment. While 
I do not want to ‘give in’ and accept what the housing market is offering, I do not have 
the financial capability to be a pioneer in collaborative housing. Although some of the 
members of CHL are in a similar position, others do have means that would allow them 
to continue with the collaborative housing endeavour and contribute their financial 





In terms of my own future career, I have gained a host of skills over the course of this 
study. While ethnographic research is the primary area of my acquired skills, I have 
also learned about the current housing landscape of Ireland, the individuals and 
stakeholders involved in the housing market, and also about communities. I did not get 
a chance to undertake any participatory design sessions with CHL, but I would like to 
get the opportunity to combine my ethnographic research skills with the design skills 
from my undergraduate degree at some point in the future. Whether this is in a research 
capacity, or as part of industry, I have not decided. But my overall experience in this 
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1. What is your age group? 
☐ 18 – 24 ☐ 25 – 34 ☐ 35 – 44 ☐ 45 – 54 ☐ 55 – 64  ☐65+ 
 
2. What is your gender? 
☐ Female ☐ Male  ☐Other  ☐Prefer not to say 
 
3. What kind of accommodation are you currently living in? 
☐ Owned ☐ Paying mortgage ☐ Private rental   ☐ Rent supplemented 
 
4. Do you live with other people? 
☐ Yes ☐ No 
If yes, who do you live with? 
☐ My family ☐ My partner ☐ My friends ☐ Other tenants/strangers  
 
5. How many adults & children are living in your household? 
_____ adults  ______ children 
 
6.  Is this your ideal living arrangement? 
☐ Yes ☐ No ☐ It’s ok  ☐ I’d like to change the way I live ☐ Prefer not to say 
 
7. How much do you pay monthly for your accommodation? 
€____________________ 
 
8. What do you understand by the terms ‘collaborative housing’ and ‘cohousing’?  
 
9. Why are you attending this workshop? 
☐ I am curious ☐ I want to change the way I live ☐ I am determined to change the way I live 
 ☐ Other 
 
 





1. What kind of people would you like to live in your cohousing community? Select all that apply. 
☐ Families ☐ Couples ☐Seniors ☐ Children/Teens  ☐ Single Parents  ☐
Single men/women 
 
2. What kind of community can you see yourself living with? 
☐ A multigenerational community  ☐ A ‘single professionals’ community     ☐ A senior community     ☐ 
A community with similar hobbies/professions (i.e. artists) 
 






1. Where would you like to live? 
☐ In the city ☐ In the country  ☐ In the suburbs  ☐ I don’t mind  ☐ 
Other 
 
2. If a cohousing initiative was developed in Limerick, but not in your ideal location, would you still be 
interested in joining? 





1. How many people would you like to live in your community? 
☐ <10 ☐10 – 15 ☐ 15 – 25 ☐ 25 – 40 ☐ 40 – 60  ☐ 60+ 
 
2. How many homes would you like in your community? 
☐ <10 ☐10 – 15 ☐ 15 – 25 ☐ 25 – 40 ☐ 40 – 60  ☐ 60+ 
 
3. Would you consider living in an apartment block? 
☐ Yes ☐ No ☐ Maybe ☐ Depends on the size ☐ Depends on the location  ☐ 
Other 
If yes, how many units would you like? 
________ = minimum   ________ = maximum 
 




☐ Yes, totally similar ☐ Yes, somewhat similar ☐No, variety is the spice of life! ☐ I don’t 
mind ☐ Other 
 
5. What character traits do you think your community members should have? 
 
6. What character traits do you think would be least desirable in members of your community? 
 
7. What contributions would you like your fellow community members to make to community life? 
 
8.  Do you think community members’ skills should be shared/offered to the community? 
☐ Yes  ☐ No ☐ Depends on the skills   ☐ Depends on if the person is willing to offer them 
If Yes/Depends, do you think these skills should be offered: 
☐ For free ☐ In lieu of half of their financial contribution ☐ In lieu of other services 
    ☐ Not in lieu of anything; they should charge full price for their work  ☐Other 
 
 
SHARED RESOURCES, SHARED AND PRIVATE SPACES, SHARED ACTIVITIES 
 
1. What ‘common resources’ would you like to have in your community? 
 
2. What ‘common spaces’ would you like to have in your community? 
 
3. What amenities would you like to have in your private space? 
 
4. What activities would you like to do with your community? 
 
5. How often would you like to do these community activities? 
 




PROS AND CONS OF LIVING TOGETHER 
 
1. What do you think the best thing about living in a cohousing community would be? 
 





3. What do you think your least favourite thing about living in a cohousing community would be? 
 
4. Any other potential ‘cons’? 
 
5. Do you think cohousing communities would be nice places to live? Why? 
 
Appendix 2: Question Cards from the CHL workshop 
 
I could contribute to initial 












                DON’T KNOW 
I am ready to give ______ 
hours per week to the project 
 
 
I am skilled in: 
 




YES     NO     DON’T KNOW 
I could join a group working 
on: 
 
• Legal issues 
• Finance issues 
• Construction issues 
• Community facilitation 
• Other: 
 
Ideally, the community should 
use: 
 
• Renewable Energy 
• Individual energy supply 




Ideally, the community should 
share the use of: 
 
• e-car(s) 
There should be: 
 
• A kindergarten 







• A bus 
• None of the above 




• A playground 
• A playroom 
• Other: 
 
Ideally, the community should 
have: 
 
• Shared dining room and 
kitchen 
• Daily common meals 
• Weekly common meals 
• Occasional common 
meals 
 
There should be: 
 
• A community garden 
• A roof garden 
• Greenhouses 
• A football pitch 
• Open recreational areas 






















































Appendix 4: Current CHL charter 
 
Collaborative Housing Limerick 
  
Charter 
V1.0, January 10th 2020 
 
This Charter is a guide for current and future residents and owners in the realization of this 
collaborative housing project. 
 
This Charter text is based on: 
• The general findings of the workshop hosted by Collaborative Housing 
Limerick on 21st February 2019 
• Some general principles of cohousing and the values on which living together 
will be based in the residential area. 
• The specificity of the site and the way in which cohabitation will be given an 
architectural and constructional form. 
  
Vision Statement 
Collaborative Housing Limerick (CHL) is an unincorporated entity formed in 2018, 
with the purpose of developing a community of interest for collaborative and 
cooperative living in Limerick City, Ireland. To that end, CHL has developed a platform 
for discussion, conducted surveys and met for public discussion on a number of 
occasions since forming. It is the vision of the group to: 
• Contribute to public conversation through its social media presence, 
• Creating contextual material (concept documents, etc) for development 
proposals. 
By incorporating findings from within its community, from research and precedents 
uncovered by members, CHL hopes to develop opportunities for a collaborative living 





Part I – Common Values 
The following common values resulted from the discussions we had during our 
monthly meetings and the February 2019 workshop: 
 
• After considering various alternatives, the general preference was for a 
multigenerational community. 
• The majority of the participants opted for renewable energy solutions. 
• General eco-friendliness was deemed to be an important aspect of creating a new 
home for the participants, and this characteristic should be integrated wherever 
possible. 
• A community garden, greenhouse, and a communal shed were desired outdoor 
elements for a new development. 
• The general preference went towards creating a shared space (common room or 
common house), where everybody could come together.  Common meals were to 
happen only occasionally, as opposed to daily or weekly.  
• It was agreed that skills the community members have should be shared in the 
community, and that if these skills were shared then it would be in exchange for other 
services. 
• Ideally, the community would house 15-40 residents. 
• Structured community meetings should be limited in frequency. 
• Conflict Resolution mechanisms should be agreed upon and implemented before the 
community begins living together. 
• All residents will have to adhere to the community charter, which outlines basic 




Part II - Principles of co-housing and cohabitation values 
Our housing project is inspired by the principles of 'cohousing', a form of communal 





Own management and active involvement by residents throughout the process of 
establishment, design and daily management during habitation. 
A combination of fully - fledged private units and communal facilities. We are also looking for 
possible common facilities for daily use that allow the private units to be more compact. 
Balance between communality and privacy : the spatial design guarantees sufficient privacy 
and promotes a maximum sense of community and spontaneous meeting possibilities. 
Democratic decision-making: each member is jointly responsible for and contributes to the 
proper functioning of the residential project. Consideration is sought in decisions. 
Regular joint activities for all members of the community. The type of activities and their 
frequency is determined throughout the group process. 
We actively strive for diversity in the resident group in terms of age / generation, family 
composition, income bracket, professional backgrounds, etc. 
  
For living together on the site, candidates are sought who want to enthusiastically endorse the 
following values and put them into practice:  
 
Neighborhood 
We want to have fun and enjoy living together. We are committed to each other and take care of 
each other and the common parts. 
 
Qualitative communication 
We prefer to make decisions by consensus. We will only vote if a decision cannot happen 
otherwise. 
We speak and listen in an open and authentic way and try to be clear, accessible and complete. 
We are looking for ways to grow in communication skills. 
 
Common reflex 
When purchasing or acquiring, we think about whether this can also be relevant to the 




possible, we share space, time, goods (eg: car, tools), services (eg: purchasing things together), 
knowledge, experiences and talents. 
Social sustainability 
We want to be fundamentally social, both within the residents' group and with regard to the 
outside world. The residential area can act as a warm reception nest. 
 
Ecological sustainability 
We want to keep the ecological footprint as small as possible when implanting, designing, 
constructing and using our residential project. For example, by choosing sustainable building 
materials, utilities and joint purchases, by making a contribution to suburban biodiversity (e.g.: 
green zones). We take everyone's financial capacity into account. 
 
Variety 
We strive for diversity in age / generations, family composition and backgrounds. 
 
Commitment 
We expect each of us to contribute to living together and we determine what we expect as a 
minimum. We are looking for flexible ways that allow everyone to contribute in their own way 
and to grow in shared responsibility. We clearly communicate when a planned engagement 
cannot be included. 
 
Group formation 
We give space to joint initiatives that grow spontaneously / organically. We also work together 
regularly and agree on common moments, for example: handyman days, group-forming 
moments... 
We pay attention to newcomers within the project and at the residential area. We guide and 







Balance between privacy and community 
We respect everyone's need for privacy and tranquility. Together we determine what is expected 
as a minimum in terms of participation in any joint initiatives, taking into account everyone's 
personality. 
There is explicit attention to private space and tranquility (eg: each home preferably has a private 
terrace / garden, attention to good sound insulation). 
 
Internal openness 
We strive for pragmatics and gentleness in dealing with each other and ourselves. We respect 
everyone's individuality and are open to everyone's enthusiasm, commitment, creativity, beliefs, 
as well as everyone's questions, doubts, inconveniences. We deal with each other's boundaries in 




We communicate with our neighbors about our project from the start and strive for positive 
relationships. We look for embedding and, depending on the capacity of the group, open 
ourselves to the neighborhood and the village. 
We are open to visitors and exchanges related to cohousing (also depending on the capacity of 
the group). 
 
Rules of Procedure 
Agreements about the use and maintenance of common parts, pets, participation, etc. are 
described in a set of rules and regulations that are drawn up in consultation and are recognized by 
each resident. 
 
Part III - The architectural and constructional implementation of the cohousing 
project on the site 
 
In terms of structure and organization, a balance is sought between private, private living and 




workshop, laundry room, bicycle shed, guest rooms, etc.). The realization of these but also other 
possible joint functions and spaces is decided, from the development phase, by the (candidate) 
residents on the basis of the collective (social, practical, economic) needs of the resident group. 
  
The residential area can possibly be enriched with a few functions that can make life even more 
pleasant (small-scale artistic and/or commercial activities), as long as they are not noisy and 
do not cause odor or other nuisance). Examples are: a bicycle repair shop, ...) 
  
Sustainability is central 
  
We opt for an ecologically responsible project, without being fanatic about  it.  
The candidate residents are committed to building energy-efficient - passive or BEN (Almost 
Energy Neutral) - and strive for the use of sustainable building materials. 
  
It is also being investigated whether energy can be self-generated and how we can organize 
water management as ecologically as possible 
  
The use of communal facilities can make living in a more compact environment possible. 
  
The common areas are accessible to people with disabilities. 
  
Depending on the financial feasibility, we also strive for an ecological and sustainable way of 
life, in addition to the technical aspects of construction: 
• Sharing material / knowledge / skills 
• Ecological gardening 
• Reuse/ repair/ repurpose activities. 
 
Part IV - Potential avenues to explore for financing the development 
 
For our cohousing project we intend on exploring various different financial avenues, including, 




• Applying for grants (EU grants, Government grants). We see this project as a ‘pilot’ 
development in Ireland, and would therefore hope to avail of any grants / funding to 
help with pilot projects. 
• Including owner-occupied dwellings 
• Including rent-to-buy dwellings where possible 
• Including ‘affordable housing’ where possible 
• Including social housing in the development. Developers are currently required to 
create 30% social housing in any development, so we would follow this guideline. 
 
We would also like to see a change in legislation that currently prevents credit unions from 
providing mortgages, as we think this community-led project would have backing from 
community-led institutions like credit unions.  
 
We would like to work with other financial institutions like Community Finance Ireland and 
Clann Credo to obtain funding for this community project. 
 

















Appendix 5: Letter of Introduction developed by CHL 
 
Limerick, February 27th 2020 
 
To whom it may concern, 
 
We are an initiative group known under the name Collaborative Housing Limerick and 
we are writing to you to introduce our group, our aims and goals, and our hopes for 
collaborative housing in Limerick and in Ireland. 
 
We are a group of approximately 20 people, including approximately six core members. 
The group was established in May 2018 and met on a monthly basis since then. 
 
We see collaborative housing as a community-centred (and community-led) form of 
housing that is designed in collaboration with and managed by the community. The 
inclusion and use of shared spaces and amenities, like common room/house, laundry, 
workshop, garden has to be negotiated at community level.  
 
With the announcement of the Colbert Project in Limerick, we see potential to create a 
cohousing development there - one of Ireland’s first - as a means of both exploring 
alternative models of housing and as a means of rebuilding communities and enriching 
the community in that particular area. 
 
We have done a substantial amount of work so far in researching and exploring 
cohousing, identifying potential stakeholders, and facilitating events to increase 
awareness of both our group and our objectives. In January 2019 we organised an 
evening of invited talks that included guest speakers such as Hugh Brennan, CEO of 




and others. The event was  hosted by the Limerick Urban Coop and the video recordings 
are available here. 
 
The group has also assembled a charter which outlines the goals of the group, including 
putting sustainability and inclusiveness at the centre.  
We are delighted to share this with you, and we would greatly appreciate some feedback. 
 
In terms of funding this project, we are currently exploring any and all avenues 
available to us, including community financing options like Clann Credo and 
Community Finance Ireland. We see this project as a potential pilot project for both 
Limerick and Ireland, and we would therefore hope to explore some avenues of 
obtaining grants (for renewable energy, social inclusion, community development) for 


















Appendix 6: Collaborative housing groups in Ireland 
 
Common Ground Cohousing, Wicklow. 
Common Ground Cohousing is a cohousing group that formed in 2016, consisting of 
28 adults. They are currently registered as Common Ground Cohousing DAC 
(Designated Activity Company) to oversee the building of their project and are also 
registered as Common Ground Cohousing Connections CLG to oversee the community 
outreach aspects of their project. Their project has been inspired by LILAC (Low 
Impact Living Affordable Community) Cohousing in Leeds, UK, and they have 
reached out to those that currently live in LILAC in search of mentorship through the 
development of the Common Ground Cohousing project. They intend to build using 
eco-build practices while employing the Mutual Home Ownership model of tenure, and 
the sociocracy model of governance. They work in small groups which have bi-weekly 
meetings, and a central group coordinates all activities. They also have monthly full-
group meetings and additional social days and weekends away. At one of their 
presentations in 2019, their spokesperson said that each individual had contributed 
€1000 that year so that they could go away together as a group on weekend breaks and 
attend various courses (for example conflict resolution) in order to assess their 
suitability to function as a community. Common Ground appears to be the most 










Cloughjordan Cohousing, Tipperary 
Cloughjordan Ecovillage, situated in Cloughjordan, Co. Tipperary, is one of Ireland’s 
only ecovillages according to the Global Ecovillage Network (2020), and was the site 
of my first field trip in this study. In early 2018, upon commencing this study, I travelled 
to Cloughjordan Ecovillage with my supervisor who had long standing contacts with 
those that work in one of the many enterprises that operate out of the Ecovillage. I met 
with three individuals who had been involved with the establishment of the Ecovillage, 
and I learned about some of the history and the enterprises that are currently operational 
in Cloughjordan. The Cloughjordan Ecovillage is a registered educational charity 
trading as The Village since 1999, and some of those that work on-site also live in the 
Ecovillage. They operate under co-operative principles and ethos. In 2005 The Village 
bought land and obtained planning permission for 130 homes. Some sites were then 
sold to private individuals; however, they did not have to subscribe to the ethos of The 
Village upon purchasing their site. With the economic collapse coming only two years 
after land was purchased by The Village, they were left with many unsold sites, some 
of which remain vacant to-date. However there have been residents living at the 
Ecovillage since 2009. There is a huge focus on sustainability and resilience in all 
aspects of the Ecovillage, including “renewable energy for heating, land for growing 
food and trees, an enterprise centre and community buildings” (The Village 2020). 
Cultivate, one of the enterprises in the Ecovillage often hosts learning events including 
conferences, and I attended the Housing Ourselves conference in 2018 which was 
where I first connected with many of the participants in this study. 
 
 
Cloughjordan Cohousing, an organisation within the Cloughjordan Ecovillage, consists 
of a small core group of individuals with lots of community, green building and co-
operative experience, and they are currently exploring different models of cohousing 
and green building. Cloughjordan Cohousing is currently registered as a CLG with co-
operative principles. Their aim is to prototype the concept of a ‘Climate Smart Rapid 
Neighbourhood’ on some of the sites in the Ecovillage. They are involved in SOA’s 




community led housing, CLTs and collaborative housing. Prior to my involvement with 
CHL, I had considered following the Cloughjordan Cohousing group for my study, but 
both CHL and Cloughjordan Cohousing appear to be in similar stages of exploration of 
cohousing, with CHL focussing more broadly on the topics of collaborative housing 
and community development. 
 
Líonra Co-Housing, Kilkenny 
Líonra Co-Housing is currently registered as a CLG with co-operative principles. They 
say that they are a small committed group with a larger interested group in the wings. 
They have been involved in various projects, and through the Nimble Spaces project, 
they have worked in partnership with Camphill Community Callan (a charity 
supporting those with intellectual and physical disabilities with a long history of 
intentional community building) to develop two Inclusive Neighbourhoods. These 
neighbourhoods include 25 houses, of which nine will be owned by Líonra Co-Housing 
and 16 will be social housing managed by Tuath Housing (an Approved Housing Body 
in Ireland). Planning for the 25 houses has been granted since 2017. Funding for the 
social housing element was obtained through the Capital Assistance Scheme. They are 
working closely with O'Cualann Cohousing Alliance to bring the project to a build stage 
and have joined the SOA Road Mapping project. 
 
Hope and Homes, Galway 
 
The Hope and Homes group emerged from a Galway City Partnership pilot project on 
home maintenance, based on a 'shoulder to shoulder' approach. They believe that 
‘building houses is one thing, but communities create homes’. They were inspired by 
attending SHICC events (Sustainable Housing for Inclusive and Cohesive Cities), 




accessing sites and ensuring community governance. They are currently registered as a 
co-operative and are also involved in the SOA Road Mapping project.  
 
Cork City Cohousing Initiative, Cork 
Over the course of my study one of the groups I had interacted with most was Cork 
City Cohousing Initiative. Unfortunately, as the months went on their membership 
decreased from seven individuals to two. The group has taken various forms but are not 
currently a legally registered entity. They have had meetings with Community Finance 
Ireland in order to assess the viability of obtaining a loan for creating a cohousing 
community. Their main priority in any cohousing build is security of tenure. Ideally, 
they would like to obtain a property to renovate. They are actively looking for members 
for their group, and they are involved in the SOA project. 
 
ARTHOUSE Co-Op, Dublin 
ARTHOUSE Co-Op are a group of artists and community workers hoping to live in or 
near Dublin City. Ideally, they would like to either build or refurbish a building that 
can serve as both a home for themselves, and as a studio space for their artworks. They 
would also like their community to support community arts initiatives and host visiting 
artists. The group has a core membership of eight members, while others have come 
and gone. They have recently recruited four very active members, which has revitalised 
the group. They have decided upon the formation of a Designated Activity Company 
using co-operative principles after recent consultations with a solicitor, and they are 












Appendix 7: Summary of interview with a colleague from Aarhus 
 
How did the community develop? 
An architect returned to Aarhus from South Africa and saw the need for the 
development of another model of housing in the area. He began the recruitment for this 
new community through newspaper advertisements. Once a sufficient number of 
residents were recruited, he began the development with intentions of also being part 
of the community, but ultimately never lived there.  
 
Can you tell us more about the community? 
Translated to English, the community is called The Blue Hill, due to the blue facades 
of the houses. The first residents moved in in 1985. There are 25 houses with 
approximately 60 residents, the youngest at the time of our visit being 2 months old and 
the eldest being almost 70. There is a communal house at the centre of the development 
in which hosts a number of amenities, including a space with tables, chairs, sofas and a 
television, a large kitchen where the daily communal meals are cooked, a laundry, a 
gym, a workshop, a music room, a kids room, two toilets, large freezers for communal 
food, a pantry, a donation area for unwanted clothing, and a “teenagers area”. Over time 
the functions of some rooms have changed, but there has never been a discussion 
surrounding structural change as all the residents think the common house works well, 
despite being built over 30 years ago.  
 
Outside the common house lies several picnic tables, bike sheds, play areas and laundry 
drying sheds. The individual houses are modest in size, but do not have a full range of 
amenities. For example, no washing machine/dryer. The decision for the modest house 
size was made in the planning stages; stakeholders wanted a larger common house and 
a smaller individual house size, so gave up a couple of square feet allocated to their 
individual homes to add to the common house. The common house can be used for 
events other than the common meal, but this is regulated. People from outside the 
community cannot use the common house. Non-residents can of course attend events 
in the house, for example birthday parties, but cannot organise them. The house is to be 




your own house then you cannot use the common house in such a way. If events are 
being organised (for example a resident’s 50th birthday) all the other residents are 
generally invited, and most will help out with setting up, making it easier for events 
such as this to be run. Other events such as movie nights and World Cup viewing nights 
are not uncommon.  
 
The car parking area is outside the community living space and generally the housing 
area remains car-free. Of course, there is still car access if residents need to move items 
and for fire safety reasons, but the designated car parking area is adjacent to the housing 
area with no car parking spaces inside. The bins are also kept outside by the cars and 
there are several types of bins, for example rubbish, recycling and glass. 
 
Some community members have formed individual groups for activities, for example a 
group of women that go to aqua fitness and a group of men that play football. 
 
How is the community managed?  
Every month residents pay a fee (undisclosed) which covers rent and communal fees 
for the month, for example food for the communal meals. At the end of every second 
or third month if the resident has not used the full amount paid for food or other 
communal expenses they are refunded. If a resident has guests over for the communal 
meal, they must sign them up for the meal in advance and pay for their guests. One of 
the residents is responsible for the bookkeeping of the community. 
 
In terms of communal meals, they occur daily, apart from some weeks during the 
summer and major holidays like Christmas. Therefore, all residents over 12 years of 
age have been split into four “cooking teams”, one team will cook each week, so 
generally a resident only has to cook for one week a month. The cooking team deals 
with the shopping, cooking, dishwashing, and other duties like fridge clean out and 
dining area clean-up for their allocated week, the rest of the residents do not have to 
assist. Cooking teams are official, and residents must be part of one, however if for 




residents, so there is a level of flexibility. The meal preparation begins at 4pm on 
weekdays for a 6pm mealtime, and 6.30pm meal on weekends. If residents want to 
bring wine or other drinks for the meal, they are welcome to do so, but usually only 
bring alcohol on weekends. The week’s menu is announced in advance on a Sunday, so 
residents can choose which meals they do not wish to attend. Residents are not required 
to attend every daily meal, but many do. If they do not wish to attend a meal, they must 
confirm their intention on a sign-off sheet in the kitchen; the assumption is that 
everyone will participate and therefore has to sign out in an opt-out fashion. If you wish 
to have the meal but cannot make it, your meal will be covered and left aside for you to 
collect. Other activities and events have sign-up sheets posted throughout the common 
house, for example party preparation. 
 
The kitchen and other common areas such as green areas are cleaned and tended to on 
a monthly basis. There is a monthly ‘working Saturday’ in which all these projects are 
completed. The duties depend on things like the season and the number of residents 
around to participate. 
 
Most of the land within the community is not private to any individual/household, the 
homes are the private spaces and the land is public with a variety of things (football 
pitch, playground, firepit) scattered across the community. The back gardens of the 
houses tend to be more private, but again, they are accessible to all. 
 
What happens when someone wants to leave? 
If someone wishes to sell their house and leave the community, they are welcome to do 
so. The houses in the community sell at a rate of approximately one per year. There is 
a specific group of people within the community responsible for looking after this 
situation. This group is given three months to sell the property at an 
affordable/reasonable price, but if they are unable to sell within the three months the 
owner is permitted to sell it at market rates, but this rarely happens as houses in 
communities such as these are in-demand. When the community is selling the property, 
they first have an open house. Prospective residents must write an application about 




with the community members selling the property who assess their suitability for the 
community, they will then have the opportunity to attend a communal meal to 
understand what it is they are signing themselves up for. This is an important aspect of 
the selling process as it becomes clear that some people are only applying because the 
house is in a good area and is a reasonable price. The communal meal is a method of 
informal screening with residents other than the team responsible for selling the home. 
Although the group selling have the final say about who will be moving in, all current 
residents do have a chance to voice their opinions at the community meetings which 
are hosted monthly. They can put forward their recommendations and opinions at this 
point which will be considered by the members selling. This process is also an attempt 
to stop houses going to “friends of friends” which has previously not worked out. 
 
What is her favourite thing about the community? 
For her, it is not so much a stand-out memory as it is a daily delight, from when she had 
children in the community to the present day. She enjoys various aspects of community 
life like there being dinner ready for her when she comes home from work, and that she 




















Appendix 9: Additional photos from my second field trip 
 
 
 
235 
 
 
 
 
 
236 
 
 
